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PREFACE 


The Sun sets; the skies ring with the 
promise that it will rise again. But when its light 
goes out like that of a lamp, a deep dark night 
descends and envelops all. Day and night merge 
into a single darkness. The Sun is no longer 
absent now; rather, in this sunless land, this 
sphere of light does not exist at all, nor did it 
ever exist. 


Surely there is no geographical identity 
of such a region, no fixed territories. It can exist 
anywhere in space and time. There are times 
when we perceive values, as eternal and sublime 
as the majesty of Mount Kailash, crowning the 
brows of the divine Himalayas. ‘Jantrarudha’ 
comes into being in a similar moment. At other 
times there yawns before us an abyss that 
engulfs all values in its enormous darkness. 
‘Asurya Upanibesa’ takes its birth from such 
an abysmal womb. 

Both the extremes are true, existing as 
opposite poles. Between these, the innumerable 
latitudes encircling this immense globe 
progressively shrink and mcrge into two points. 
It is the discerning reader who must judge their 
polarity, and the significance thereof. 


Mahavisuva 
1974 Author 
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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE 


The approach towards translation of “Asurya 
Upanibesa” (“‘The Sunless Land”) has been a ‘conservative’ one, 
in the sense that at every point an idiomatic, natural flow of 
Target Language (English) has been attempted, while retaining 
maximum fidelity to the Source Language (Odia). Improvisa- 
tion of any kind has been strictly avoided. The Translator’s po- 
sition, of necessity, has been that of serf rather than overlord. 
Figures of speech, such as similes or metaphors, have been re- 
placed by equivalent TL similes and metaphors only where close 
or even literal translation was impossible into the TL. 

At the same time such similes and metaphors have been 
approached in the light of their thematic development through 
the book and not merely in the respective contexts of a specific 
sentence or paragraph. For example, Sujata’s beauty and her 
droves of admirers have consistently been discussed in terms 
of imagery drawn from nature (‘lushness,’ bloom’) and the api- 
ary (‘queen bee,’ ‘drones’) and the approach to Sujata’s charac- 
ter in the translation must keep in mind the basic, twin strands 
of both poetry and entomology. 

Specific images have been altered slightly so as to re- 
tain both meaning and the essential image, where literal trans- 
lation was not possible; for example, “The laugh that sounded 
then was... like mountains splitting asunder, rending thc skies 
with their din,” rather than the literal;”... like someone rolling 
many mountains down the backs of large clouds towards the 
inclination of the sky.” Slang has been approximated, whercvcer 
possible, by Americanisms (‘ guy,’ ‘chick,’ etc.) 
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‘Therc have been some features which, by their very na- 
turc, were untranslatable, such as the hybrid dialects of 
Appayya’s Telugu-accented Odia, or the Hindi-mixed Odia of 
Muslims and Marwaris. In such cases the nature of the dialect 
has bccn stated within the text itself, followed by straightfor- 
ward translation. 

As for specific ‘local’ terms, Anglo-Indian TL equiva- 
lents have bcen used where they exist - such as ‘congee’ for 
watered rice or rice gruel - but terms that are untranslatable, 
such as ‘khechudi,’ a dish, or ‘abe’, a rather derogatory form of 
address, have been incorporated into a glossary at the end. The 
glossary. also includes refercnces to mythology and legend. 
Howecvcr, certain SL terms have been retained even where TL 
equivalents cxist, for the purposes of local colour - as for ex- 
ample, ‘haldi’ in preference to ‘turmeric’. 

In “The Sunless Land”, as in Milton, both language and 
meaning are closely integrated into a complex process of both 
parallel and interpenetrating development, and following Hilaire 
Belloc’s injunction, therefore, the text has been viewed through- 
out the process of translation as an organic whole, rather than 
merely the mechanical sum of its separate parts. 


Chandan Das 
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INTRODUCTION 
ASURYA UPANIBESA (THE SUNLESS LAND) 


At some point in our lives, each one of us is brought 
face to face with the problem of existence in a world of darkncss, 
corruption and bestiality, where ‘ignorant armies clash by night’ 
and where the sun and its life-giving light of truth, rcason and 
human values has long since given way to only a terrifying 
darkness and negation. This forms the area of ‘The Sunlcss 
Land’. It is not merely geographic. It encompasses and links 
the physical universe, through the planes of social and familial 
life, to the confused worlds of man’s psyche, which is as much 
a part of his existence and environment as the earth and galaxy 
that he inhabits. 


The planes of society and family on which the action 
occurs provide further scope for a scathing analysis otf the 
corruption existing at all levels of public life; where the entirc 
machinery of bureaucracy and government has deteriorated into 
a money-making racket, and the intelligentsia (personified by 
Jayant) work hand in glove with the underworld (represented 
by Moolchand) in a common pursuit of money and matcrial 
gain at public expense. The corruption is both real and symbolic 
-social corruption exists in a widespread and vicious form, but 
at the same time it may be seen as the extension of the basic 
corruption and debasement that has characterised man at all 
stages of his evolution and history. 
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Thus. through the particular microcosm of a specific 
time, place and society -modern Odisha in the last quarter of 
the twentieth century - we are propelled, without warning, into 
the limitless, uncharted reaches of man’s basic being - the dark 
universe of his psyche. The entire novel is a process of exposure 
- a process in which the characters, in the course of their normal 
everyday lives, are revealed suddenly and graphically in terms 
of the psychological identity and the basic hungers that drive 
them. In ‘The Sunless Land’, the veneers of civilization and 
culture fall away: the local habitations and names of job, city 
and family disappear and there exist only man’s most primal 
and savage instincts, the greed, lust, jealousy and physical and 
carmal appetites that work in his subconscious, and motivate 
his conscious actions. Life becomes an animal struggle for 
survival, a Hobbesean state of nature that is the product of man’s 
fundamental self, something as filthy and bestial as the ‘Yahoo’ 
that Swift discerned in every man. The social and public 
institutions which he regards with so much pride - religion, 
spirituality and faith - are only disguises that he has fashioned 
to hide his own shameful nakedness. They are merely another 
facet of the corruption that exists in society, and comprise the 
disguise of the cheat and hypocrite, who use it to gull the 
ignorant, superstitious masses who believe blindly and 
pathetically in them. There is no middle ground - religion exists 
as taboo, fetish, superstition or fraud, never as enlightened or 
noble belief. 


Justice, virtue and ethics are similarly non-existent or 
debased - as Corvino puts it in Vo/pone, “Honour’s a word to 
tempt fools,” almost the exact words that Jayant is to use later 
on, in dismissing these concepts.. Ironically, the conventional 
idea of the height of civilization and refinement - the ‘modern 
culture’ epitomized in the novel by the club life of Jayant and 
Sujata - is only a more polite version of the same licentious, 
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promiscuous and ruthless savagery that characterised man before 
the rudiments of society and state existed. Literature and 
spirituality come easily to the mouths of the ‘intelligent’ who 
pretend an enlightenment that they have not attained, and cannot 
attain, within themselves. The bonds of marriage and family 
life are regarded only as polite and superficial social conventions 
which do not hinder adulterous and illicit liasions which are 
quite openly carried on. The description of pay day partics given 
by Mrs. Krishnamurti’s husband at his club, the relationship 
between Jayant, Sujata and Moolchand Sondhi and the 
promiscuity of Jayant himself typify the Bohemian indulgences 
of a diseased society. This is regarded by the participants 
themselves as true refinement, the old ideas of chastity and the 
marriage vows, decency and restraint being defined by Sujata 
as bondage and ignorance, and by Jayant as cords to tie men 
like swine. 


The implications are clear - society, and the foundations 
of religion, nation, ideals and party merely comprise a collective 
catchword that provides man with the licence he needs for his 
depravities. When a lie is spoken by six hundred and fifty million 
people, it is still a lie, but it has the advantage of being widely 
acknowledged as the truth. 


The theme of man in society thus becomes as important 
in ‘The Sunless Land’ as it is in Conrad’s ‘Heart of Darkness’ 
or ‘Nostromo’. How does one exist in a society that is, by 
definition, hypocritical, false and hollow, a collective 
arrangement by which its signatories can overlook each other's 
crimes and vices by tacit agreement so that all may prosper? 
How does one share without protest in the public lie, the 
collective offence, the general sin of which all are aware, of 
which all are in some measure guilty (stressed by Jairam and by 
the rustics, as the villagers gather around Digambar Mangaraj 
in his delirium) but which no one will ever admit to, with the 
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cxception of bastards like Jayant, who are the products of such 
bestiality? low can one trust or have faith, where only betrayal 
is certain, cven on the most fundamental social plane and unit - 
the family, and familial relationships? How can one believe in 
God or any religion where such vicious, reiterated betrayal 
destroys faith in dcities and forces which are supposed to provide 
the pious and devout with protection, guardianship and a healthy, 
benign universe? Even though man is not overtly shown as being 
inevitably frustrated and broken by destiny, overtones of Hardy 
and Shakespeare co-exist throughout the novel and man is shown 
as being the plaything of infinitely superior and often malevolent 
force -“As flies to wanton boys” or,like Tess, some plaything 
which the President of the Immortals sports with at his pleasure. 


Repeatedly, as in tragedy, the characters are brought to 
the test- or boundary-situation where the protection of the old 
ideals and beliefs is stripped away and the individual is thrown 
into a maclstrom that forces his subjective self into collapse 
from which he must gain a new identity or clse be destroyed in 
the attempt. 


In the novel, the most important test-situation occurs 
for Jairam when he discovers his wife’s illicit relationship with 
his younger brother. This destroys his confidence in society, 
publicly sanctioned values and gods who, in the ambiguity that 
characterises Hindu, Greek or even Hebraic deities, can be seen 
both as figures embodying all man’s guiding ideals, and also as 
weak, sinning and corrupt. In the process, Jairam achieves 
freedom and enlightenment - like the tragic hero, he rises 
immeasurably above those who would praise or judge him, and 
becomes the central figure of the novel, standing clear, steady 
and distinct from the murky chaos that swirls and threatens all 
about him. He declines to stoop so low as to defend his innocence 
before Jayant Parida, who is beneath contempt. He is remote, 
aloof, invested with a grace and sublimity embodied in the 
enigmatic smile that so puzzles Bidyadhar Ray. 
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The test situation is not one that weaker individuals can 
survive, and Biswambar Mangaraj, when he comes at last to 
terms with his wife’s adultery, is driven to insanity and attempted 
suicide - self-annihilation on all planes, mental, psychological 
and physical, and this, in turn, is an extension of the wider 
nihilism that is a prominent feature of the world of the novel. In 
the end, seeking revenge on Jayant, he ironically takes his own 
brother’s life. Even Digambar Mangaraj, something of a father- 
figure to the villagers, is not immune to the primeval appctites 
and urges that govern and drive man like so many demons; and 
this is commented upon by the authorial voice-“ What 
appetites... lurk unseen, to emerge in moments of weakness !” 
In the dark, stormy night, the conflict between subconscious 
and conscious is only token. The single crime he commits, 
almost involuntarily, leads to the total destruction of his family. 
He is abandoned, in a sense, by the villagers, who losc their 
respect for him, abandoned by his wife who snubs him even as 
she is dying. The bastard he decides to protect only serves to 
bring about his destruction in an instance of determinism. 
Ingratitude and murderousness is a basic part of human character. 
“The difference between a man and a dog,” Mark Twain 
observed, with belated wisdom, “is that if you pick up a starving 
dog and feed it, it will not bite you in return.” 


Sujata, too, fights desperately to retain her sanity as she 
recovers from her forced abortion and awakes to the knowledge 
of the true nature of her fricnds such as Jayant and Moolchand 
Sondhi. Her situation is summed up in a metaphor both ironic 
and moving-“In this unfamiliar market she is bankrupt, 
penniless.” The world is only an immense financial transaction 
where men and women are counters and everything is reckoned 
in terms of assets - money, power and physical beauty, all of 
which must be skilfully manipulated so as to gain maximum 
advantage in the ruthless struggle for survival, where cvcery 
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moment is a gamble. Even her own brother Saroj puts up with 
her only because she is the key to the Mangaraj property. The 
themes of gambling, calculation and manipulation are repeatedly 
mentioned - in the meeting between Jayant and Sondhi at the 
temple, etc. And Sujata, retreating from the insecurity of poverty 
into the illusory security of the past when she was young, rich 
and beautiful and so much in demand, realises for the first time 
the harshness, the utter ruthlessness of the seemingly secure 
relationships of “The Sunless Land”. Only a few grains of rice 
rattle in the tin she waves as she had once waved her ‘vanity’ 
bag-the irony is scarcely concealed - in regal farewell to her 
departing slaves, her lovers, the drones which had once swarmed 
around their queen in the bloom of her youth, but have now 
deserted her. 


Money as the source of power has pervaded every sphere 
of public life. The top echelons of authority and responsibility 
to whom the highest administrative and executive powers of 
the State have been delegated in an act of public trust, abuse 
these powers for criminal ends in an unholy alliance with the 
arch-enemies of state and society - criminals like Moolchand 
Sondhi. The public mood of widespread cynicism in the face of 
such blatant corruption finds full expression in the novel, 
displaying the social commitment characteristic of the novelists 
of the Third World and developing countries, such as Wole 
Soyinka. The teacher who preaches such ‘obscene’ words as 
‘truth’ and ‘honesty’ is symbolically set upon by his students. 
At the hospital, doctors will treat patients only for a fee, persons 
in managerial posts in such institutions of public welfare 
misappropriate funds in huge amounts for their own benefit and 
that of their descendants. Unscrupulous, illiterate politicians 
cheat and dupe poverty-stricken masses and come to power. 
The top echelons of the government are in connivance with the 
underworld and in the most ‘refined’ social circles corruption 
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is openly discussed and dcfcndced (as in thc conversation between 
Jayant, Rosy and Bimal). 

But despite the corruption, sevcral figurcs still stand out 
- the doctor, Samantray, the lawyer Mujibur Khan, and Profcssor 
Das - like isolated mountain peaks, as Jairam reflects, which, 
despite the holocaust, still rctain their integrity and rise proudly 
above the flood of corruption and vicc. They stand out as 
symbols of the eternal quest for human dignity that has ever 
been opposed to the base, fierce, animal struggle for survival 
and the mere satiation of appetite, that is the darker side of 
humanity. Thus the concern of the novel passes from the question 
of whether man can redeem himself in a perverted and corrupt 
society, to the question of whether man can redcem himsclf in 
the face of the more general havoc of which social corruption is 
only a symptom. It passes from the antithesis of man against 
man to the larger antithesis of man against cxistcnce. As the 
novel progresses, issues begin to arise and confront us that havc 
been summoned again and again throughout our history into 
mortal combat against our own complacency and brutishness. 
The question has taken on many forms, from Socratcs’ 
questioning of the ancient crceds (the dogmas that spring so 
automatically to the lips of Bidyadhar Ray) through Plato’s 
distrust of democracy (the mob) to Arnold and f[:liot. Always, it 
is the question that has bccn asked by classicism: it forms a 
secondary premise from which the novel and its central 
character, Jairam, can launch into thc grcat philosophical 
questions of Soren Kierkegaard, Nictzschc, Camus, Sartrc, the 
Existcentialists and the Absurdists. How can man survive when 
everything that he could live by is gone and thcrc is no basis for 
meaning, for a still centre from which hc can hold his own 
against the storm? Beckett reduces the scenario to two tramps 
waiting under a tree for someone who ncvcer comes: Kafka toa 
man who suddenly wakes to find himsclf mctamorphoscd into 
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an insect. The novelist, however, does not remove this unrcality 
from the rcal, ordinary everyday life of which it is a part. The 
alien landscape, in fact, is a familiar landscape. 


It is Jairam, the central figure of the novel, through whom 
the theme is developed. From his very adolescence, he has been 
dogged by suspicions of the monstrous animal lusts of man that 
recognise no ties of marriage or family. Ladies of aristocratic 
houses having children by their grooms and servants; liquor 
and dancing girls at the temples; and illicit and incestuous 
relationships within his own family, comprise a monstrous 
catalogue of horrors that only serve as a prelude to the discovery 
of his wife’s adulterous relationship with his younger brother. 
‘The event nearly drives him out of his senses; he rejects all 
social institutions - gods, faith, religion - with apocalyptic, Lear- 
likc fury. Namita dies. It is only Rani who provides him with an 
anchor, slowly bringing him back to some measure of normalcy. 


In the process, he loses the last shreds of involvement, 
and Rani’s marriage and departure severs his last link with 
society (symbolised by the burning of the old letters). He has 
now the complete detachment that makes for clarity and 
wholeness of vision. He perceives individual and social 
existence in all its aspects, in complete perspectives, without 
thc hal f-formed views of hollow revolutionaries like Bidyadhar 
Ray. The theme is both explicitly discussed in the soliloquies 
of Jairam and Bidyadhar Ray - as well as demonstrated in the 
events of the novel, as Jairam observes, with misgiving. the 
Jayant-Sujata-Biswambar relationship, and Bidyadhar Ray 
himsclf compromises his own principles for money. 

Likc Conrad, Jairam sees corruption as an integral part 
of human nature, and perceives the folly of attempting to bring 
about social reform through revolutionary change. Socicty is 
only a flimsy veil, an accumulation of layers of lics, hypocrisy, 
and masks under which there is only the law of brutc torce, of 
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tooth and claw. Civilization is only a facade: behind it, there 
lurks the horror of the primal darkness. The actions of man rcvcal 
a basic ferocity, blood lust and ruthlessness that would scem to 
preclude all possibility of any such thing as an ideal or cthic, 
God or truth governing the universe. All is anarchy: all is futility, 
and this idea dominates Jairam’s thoughts and speeches, and is 
worked out through the book almost in the form of an extended 
statement. 


Ideals are illusory, only self-generated supports like the 
spider’s web. Bidyadhar Ray lives desperately by his ideals, 
but does not have the courage to examine them. And examination 
would be futile, for ultimately all is reducible to nothing, to a 
‘meaningless, silent, useless lump of clay.’ All institutions, all 
ideals, are attempts to disguise nothingness - even though there 
might be something in the mist that cannot be apprehended; all 
attempts to come to grips with it would be futile and self- 
defeating. Man lives mechanically, blindly like an animal in 
the herd: only by doing so can he hide from the horror of 
unreality. Repeatedly, Jairam is confronted, dauntingly, by sky 
and space, symbols of this nothingness: in the meadow under 
the stars, he clasps his fists to make sure the fingers are really 
his - the vastness, the emptiness, threatens identity. The herd 
lives with the possibility of betrayal by its members: there is no 
bond beyond common animality: Jairam realises this, but still 
returns from the meadow to his rented house like a cow returning 
to its barn. 

Inevitably, he is led to renunciation, to a quest that is 
mistakenly interpreted by Bidyadhar Ray as retreat. Ascending 
the mountain, the archetypal landscape of violence and death 
surrounds him: the sky is a ‘still, motionless hunting ground,’ 
the forest a ‘helplessness.’ Halfway up the mountain is the temple 
of Ghatamangala -secret, dark, terrifying. Can Jairam hope to 
reach or pass it? The question remains unanswercd, hovering 
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between the polcs of two sentences -“Father forgive them....” 
And “Father, forgive them not. ...” We arc led into the beginnings 
of a quest, but cannot know its conclusion. But it is not the 
conclusion but the quest itself that is significant: ‘despite 
everything,’ an invincible little man climbs the mountain, in 
search of the sun beyond the darkness. 


Jayant Parida rcpresents the opposite pole - the pole of 
shcer animality. Jairam is betrayed by family and society: Jayant 
is born outside such bonds. He stands for revenge, amoralism 
and exploitation just as Edmund does in ‘King Lear’. He views 
cverything in terms of material gain and the pleasures of the 
flesh. Human beings are goods to be enjoyed or pawns in a 
gamc. Biswambar is a ‘good, square four-legged stool’, on which 
hc can stand, and Sujata is shunted aside as soon as her abortion 
destroys her youth and beauty. Only the present is real: the world 
belongs to him who can bend it ruthlessly to his will: ideals are 
non-existent, the ideas of fools. Jayant is the perfect predator 
the brute beast whose prey are the weak and defenceless. 


Sujata, Biswambar and Digambar Mangaraj are pathetic 
figures, victims of their own weaknesses and sins. Sujata is a 
sort of Vittoria Corombona without the steel. She is the lovely 
daughter of the Superintendent of Police, brought up in the most 
sophisticated of social circles She is proud of her beauty, 
abandoned to the pleasures of the senses, contemptuous of the 
rather homely, weak person to whom she has been married, and 
at the same time, betrayed by her lover, Jayant Parida. 
Biswambar, the wronged husband, is unable to act decisively; 
plagucd by shame and scandal, he ultimately loses his reason 
and murdcrs his own brother in his delusion. Digambar Mangaraj 
also loses his reason as he recognises the features of the widowed 
scrvant Chemi in Chhabi’s face: hc throttles her in his madness 
and himself dies. Rabi and Chhabi, the children, fall innocent, 
uncomprchending victims to the sins of thcir ancestors. With a 
grim, remorsclcss incvitability, all are frustrated, defeated and 
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destroyed. The only figure that survives, outliving even physical 
death by the sheer force of his integrity, is Jairam, whose spirit 
still seems to be on its way up the mountains in search of the 
sun, even as Jayant Parida, in concluding irony, auctions Jairam’s 
headband as the crowd loses interest and drifts off to cluster 
around the pumpkin carts. 

At the end two figures remain, in small, weak relief 
against the enormous background of horror and nihilism. The 
last scene is perhaps the tenderest and most delicate of all, as 
Kalu sweeps out the dust of the house, the dust of memories, 
and gazes into a holed vessel, uncomprehending, into the heart 
of nothingness: Bidyadhar Ray stands outside, unable to speak 
for emotion. The ghosts of human attachment still swim the 
night. It is the dumb love of the creature for its master; it is the 
love of man for man and at last the hollow, compromising 
revolutionary’s recognition of true integrity, of a firm and 
unyielding principle. 

Straightforward narration can, of course only be a feeble 
attempt to express the immense tensions between man and the 
universe which the novel presents. Such titanic polarities, defying 
direct description, will inevitably spill over into the frame-work 
of symbol and imagery, recurring, sweeping movements of speech, 
action and suggestion which strive to convey meanings to the 
reader through direct intuitive perception and apprehension on 
his part. The narrative serves only as a medium through which 
such movements can operate and complement each other in an 
immensely involved and yet quite distinct pattern. This is of course 
very common -Shakespeare, Hardy and Forster are obvious 
examples- and symbol and thematic imagery are put to excellent 
use in ‘The Sunless Land’ complementing both the authorial view 
and the speech and actions of the characters through which the 
themes are worked out. 
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The book is as clotted with imagery as any play by 
Wocbster (who was similarly concerned with human corruption 
in a society completely bankrupt of human values.) The 
bestiality, filth, greed and lust displayed by man inevitably makes 
for a predominance of animal imagery, beginning with the first 
cracklings of a funeral pyre (‘tigers must crunch jup rabbits 
with similar ferocity’) to the last predators of the forest who 
stalk Jairam as he ascends the mountain. Subconscious, 
repressed tensions take on the form of loathsome, crawling 
worms and serpents that weave in and out of the characters’, 
consciousness. Human life is repeatedly compared to the life of 
cattle, of swine, animals in herds, village women are ‘sows’, 
clerks behind their files are compared to foxes, with the 
suggestion of slyness and wile. Equally often, man is compared 
to the sheep or goats being led to the slaughter that leads to one 
of the concluding ironies - Somnath, who had campaigned 
against animal sacrifice at the Ghatamangala temple, himself 
becomes a human sacrifice there. The eyes in the head of a 
slaughtcred goat are used in skilful juxtaposition with the silver 
eyes of the goddess to suggest an overall blindness ranging from 
the animal to the divine. 


“The Sunless Land” is a landscape of waste, decay and 
degeneration, where life exists only in its most basic and 
primitive forms, and the imagery is correspondingly stark and 
negative. There is absolutely no life-giving value and even nature 
is sterile and barren. The opening passage of the novel sums up 
the tormenting atmosphere that is to prevail throughout the 
novel. It is an atmosphere somewhat like the Ancient Mariner’s 
sea, where life forms can neither survive nor die, and only the 
products of the nethermost slime (the subconscious)loathsome 
worms and serpents -teem in overwhelming numbers. The earth 
is a ‘cauldron,’ the sky and murky clouds shutting in a climate 
of sultry, stifling humidity in which life cannot really flourish 
or prosper but only drag on an existence of stagnation. Against 
this immense background the lantern is juxtaposed in a brilliant, 
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subtle effect of reinforcement - the light of a thin, weak flame 
struggling to emerge through the sooty opacity of the glass. The 
imagery of stony desert and arid mountain and smouldering 
leaves on trees remind us compulsively of ‘The Waste Land’. 
Time, light and heat often unite in an intense perception of 
animal sensuousness and life forces that pulse with tremendous, 
if morbid energy - in the blazing afternoon, the leper dragging 
himself along: and Jayant, Biswambar and the servant girl in 
the mudbanks by the river. 


Even the physical universe is at odds with man. As in 
E.M. Forster’s “Passage to India”,the vision of an ordcred 
Newtonian universe is reversed into chaos, violence and 
anarchy. The stars are indifferent spectators at best, hostilc 
forces at worst. Anger and violence in the book are depicted 
as manifestations of primal energies that rip creation apart - 
volcanoes erupting and belching forth molten lava, mountains 
splitting, trees cracking in half and on the level of life, great 
carnivores roaring. The wind and storm operate in a continuous 
atonal refrain of menace and violence; above all, the grim 
rumble of the thunder is heard again and again, the ominous 
voice of the malevolent universe. The mountain of 
Ghatamangala becomes a symbolic landscape as in Forster or 
Lawrence - archetypal terrain through whose darkness and 
terror we must pass in our search for the sun. 


Shri Rath is a talented painter, and in the novcl, 
atmosphere is supcrbly created through vividly dramatic scencs, 
in which broad effects and incidental detail are brilliantly 
combined. As Biswambar and Sujata leavc the house atter their 
quarrel, Banchha and the children stand by the great neem trcc, 
its branches outspread, both protective and ominous, in a scene 
that might have come straight out of a Dore engraving. lhc 
description of the farewell party at Mrs. Krishnamurti’s club, 
which excellently captures the expensive, synthetic settings of 
men and manncrs typical of partics and clubs, recalls both 
Hogarth and F. Scott Fitzgerald (in “lhe Great Gatsby”). As 
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Digambar Mangaraj, having throttled Chhabi, writhes in 
delirium, a horror and menace pervades everything from the 
sultry skies and grim thunder to the old stone house itself and 
we are reminded of Goya as well as Poe. The villagers huddling 
around the house serve both a choric function (with such 
comments as ‘God is no longer there in the temple’ and ‘As if 
we are all saints’) and a symbolic function as representatives of 
humanity confused and helpless in the face of the collapse of a 
traditional order into chaos. 


The novel also makes plentiful use of techniques 
common to both art and literature - the impressionistic flash- 
back techniques, the surreal depiction of violence in scenes of 
confrontation, with anger and hate depicted in visible forms as 
serpents and beasts. And imagism and surrealism combine in 
many descriptions, such as those of cars or people in motion, 
Jayant’s cigarette smoke, and the murder of Hamid as he attacks 
Sondhi. 

The novel employs the technique of stream of 
consciousness for the purpose of psychological analysis and 
combines it with straightforward narration and dramatic 
presentation of events. The language has enormous range and 
richness from the colloquial hybrid dialects of Appayya to the 
Hindi-accented Odia of Sondhi, to passages of pure poetry, as 
for example, in the presentation of Sujata. 

“The Sunless Land” is a powerful, complex, and above 
all, innovative novel. Its success lies in its fluid integration of 
the discussion of universal themes with a virtuosity of 
experiment in language and technique in the context of a 
developing literature in which such attempts are new and 
necessary. 


Chandan Das 
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THE SUNLESS LAND 
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The sky was overcast. Clouds, likc the noxious smoke 
billowing forth from the furnacc of a stecl plant had clogged 
the interstices of the sky; the earth was simmcring, gripped 
throughout its compass by the throes of an unbearable fever. 
Leaves wilted, limp and smouldering on the trees. It was as if 
someone, with a chiscl and hammer, was peeling thc flesh layer 
by layer, off one’s boncsS. It was the intolerable sultriness of an 
early Ashadha*. 

Would it have cost much for a soft breeze to have blown, 
or for a strip of moonlight to have shone for a whilc, parting the 
veil of those rainless clouds ? 


Jairam had turned up the flame of the lantern on the edge 
of the inner verandah. A thick layer of soot had scttled on its 
glass; a pale yellow light showed from within. It scemed to 
grow even dimmer when the pile of mutilated papcrs beside it 
flared up once again, finding fresh fuel. Beside it lay an old 
suitcase stuffed with letters and papers. Jairam took them out, 
one by one, glanced over the contents, and then dropped them 
into the smouldering firc. Very old documents, probably. The 
suitcase was equally old; it came to his housc cighteen or 
nineteen years ago. It was eighteen or nincteen years ago that 
Jairam had married. 


27 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Sikhareswar Bhaina* has written — “There is no one else 
in the house since father died. I, too, am not long for this world. 
You know how many times I have told you not to expect anything 
from this world : Here, all are strangers to each other ... well, 
then, why all this sulking ?”’ And Bhaina died that very year. As 
Jairam reluctantly let the letter slip into the fire, he could 
visualize Bhaina, as of old, with those sharp features and the 
same familiar pair of eyes shining with their usual brightness... 
This one is probably Bahinipati’s invitation. A three-storeyed 
and three-lakh rupee building : and on top of that a get-together 
and a party for the house warming : A noisy crowd of clerks and 
officers ... Bahinipati always walked around with hundred-rupee 
notes in his pockets. The thick card curled in the fire and flipped 
over. A few sentinel sparks floated past, glittering. 

An invitation to the wedding of Gourmohan Babu’s son... 
The first Annual Day celebration of Dengiridiha College ... A 
thin handbill of fresh advertisements for Philips Radio ... each 
a bird of memory from the past; each took to the air with 
shimmering wings. One by one, the papers burnt themselves 
out in the crackling fire. Then appeared a bundle of letters tied 
with a yellow silk ribbon. Jairam held the bundle close to his 
nose for a moment and then put it gently away. His eyes and his 
face were lost in some swect fragrance of his tender youth. 
Jairam was unable to destroy in the fire the letters of the very 
first year of his marriage. Freed of this noose of dreams, he 
fumbled once more among the pile of jumbled papers, in search 
of other memories. 

A few assorted letters of no special value ... a couple of 
magazines, their covers torn ... Suddenly his hands fell on a 
Jong envelope, and something inside him froze into lifelessness. 
He felt light, insubstantial, like a weightless paper doll, a lifeless, 
centuries-old mummy. He had neither the courage nor the 
inclination to look at it again. He stared vacantly into space, 
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like a man who has just swallowed poison and cannot feel the 
agony within, of the destruction of his vital organs. His stomach 
turned; his entire body was shaken. Surging tears overflowed 
his heart, choking him; it would have done him good, had he 
wept. But Jairam did not weep. 


Everywhere there was only an oppressive stuffiness. 
Slowly he lifted the envelope and took out a few old letters. 


Bipin Babu was a scholar. He writes — “What can be a 
greater ordeal than this, Jairam Babu ? I am at a loss for words 
to comfort you, nor do I have the courage to do so. Even 
Vashistha* failed to find words to console Rama when Sita 
entered the underworld.” 


Gurukrishna Babu had written from his Ashram*- “One 
has to face the vicissitudes of life ! You are a sensible person 
and have learnt to accept everything stoically. This is the hardest 
test of your life.” Jadumani, a childhood friend, has also written— 
“Poor Jayi ! So you have to endure all this ! Is there no one 
above with eyes to see the injustice of such a punishment ? 
Have you ever harmed anyone ? Rani must be crying 
inconsolably in your lonely desolate house. What will you do 
with a seven-year-old motherless child ? How can God, if He 
does indeed exist, allow such things to happen ?” 


These were tears, it seemed, and not sweat that streamed 
from every pore of Jairam’s body. These letters had been writtcn 
ten years ago; the wound had not healed over the last ten years. 
Jairam sat immobile, like an invalid, the letters spread ovcr his 
lap. His entire body sobbed in agony. And yet, it was still with 
the same fixed, grim smile that he released the letters into the 
fire; the envelope, too, followed suit. The fire leapt up once 
again from beneath the black ashes into which the letters had 
disappeared. 

He seemed to hear, once again, somcone speak from atop 
a sand heap-— “Hey, pour that tin of ghee* over the faggots at the 
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bottom of the pyre, that will help them catch fire ! ... And take 
off the shroud, otherwise it won’t burn properly !” Tigers crunch 
and dcvour rabbits with the same ferocity as those flames. In 
the winter’s dawn, someone led him by the hand into the cool 
shade of a mango tree by the roadside... The letters were 
flaming. Jairam remembered the bunch of letters tied with the 
silk ribbon. He snatched it out, tore the ribbon and scattered 
them over the fire like grains of resin. And with the letters went 
all the sweet fragrance of his life. And then, reaching into the 
box with both hands, he pulled out the contents blindly, hastily, 
and scattered them over the fire. Rummaging through the last 
of the contents, at the bottom of the box, he hesitated for an 
instant.... 


A poem inside a square of lines drawn in haldi*. A present 
from his brothers- and sisters-in-law on the day of his marriage. 
And this, too, he threw into the fire and rose .... But where 
would he go, now ? The house was dark and desolate, the rooms 
empty. 

He had returned the day after Rani’s marriage. May Rani 
live in bliss, marital, familial ... may good fortune be hers. 


Thc day he left the house with her ... Tears were rolling 
down hcr cheeks as she tidied his table and put his book-shelf 
into order, cleaning and dusting every object. She knew that 
when Bapa came back no one would be there to do these things 
for him. The time for the train’s arrival was drawing near .... 


Jairam called from the verandah outside- “‘Hurry up Rani, 
it’s time for the train...” There was no response, and Jairam 
went inside and found Rani closing the kitchen door. She was 
bidding a silent farewell, probably, to the kitchen. Thinking of 
the days left far behind, and of those to come, she was thinking— 
“At one of these corners my mother used to feed me on her lap. 
After a few days, my father will come to this kitchen. He had 
never entered it before.” Tears streamed down her eyes. She 
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put the latch on the door, hearing her father calling. She held 
her father’s silver tumbler, containing coffee for him, and crossed 
the courtyard, wiping her tears away and held out the coffee to 
her father. ..was Jairam able to drink the coffee ? No one knows; 
he might have left in a hurry to catch the train. 


Lantern in hand, Jairam went in the direction of the 
kitchen. All his life he had an early supper. Behind him the fire 
was still burning. He advanced towards the kitchen. Hunger 
gnawed inside him. He lifted the latch and looked inside, holding 
the lantern aloft... His gaze rested on rows of tins, arranged 
neatly on a wooden plank. On each of them was a label - 
‘cumen’, ‘mint’, ‘chili’. 

He stepped into the kitchen, his feet tingling. ‘Two or three 
pieces of paper were glued to the shelf. He peered closer to find 
out what was written on them— 


“Bapa, do you know how to light a fire ? How’re you 
going to do it ? In the corner are a few lumps of coconut fibre 
and straw; light them first and then add a few chips of wood....” 
And on the other paper was written—- “There is ‘suji’*, 
‘mersinga’* leaves to prepare ‘upama’*.... 

He loved upama, therefore Rani had left these instructions 
for him. 


“Heh, heh, heh,....” Jairam burst into a paroxysm of 
laughter, but this only provided release for his pent-up emotions, 
and resting his head on the plank, he wept. The entire house 
seemed to shake with his convulsed sobbings. It seemed to him 
that outside, too, the clouds had burst asunder into raging wind 
and a relentless, hammering rain. 


But a long time later when he came outside, he found that 
not a single drop of rain had fallen. The miserly aridity of the 
previous night stilf persisted in an almost palpable solidity. The 
clouds seemed to thirst for his tcars, his sweat, with which to 
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quench their own thirst and moisten and ventilate their own 
parched throats. 

A terrible humidity, indeed. The earth simmered like a 
huge cauldron, as if sealed under an oppressive cover that 
afforded no outlet. Within it, there writhed innumerable souls, 
seethed and tossed in torture. The glowing remnants of the burnt 
papers and the dim glow of the lantern’s flame from within its 
cobwebs of soot, merged into the unbearable, steaming fire that 
raged through the sky. Impossible to describe the fire that burnt 
within Jairam, compounded of the pangs of ravenous huger and 
the funeral flames that had blazed within him across ten long 
years. 

The night passed into a morning, quiet with a profound 
calm. Anyone, entering, would have had the impression that 
Jairam, his house, table, book-shelf had all vanished into smoke; 
as if those dry, white, infinite clouds, having smothered the earth 
were closing in and swallowing up the house. In that smoky 
sca, swam countless fragments of his ancestral and immediate 
past. 


Jairam may have recalled some images of that past; some 
among them hideous enough to offend the sight, even through 
that dim and smoky shroud. 


Someone has entered. The porch is filled with light. But 
who is this, bobbing up and down on this sea of smoke ? Has 
Rani returned from school ? But why does she keep on standing 
outside ? The girl is always so stupid. But how could he help 
loving her ? Rani is so very much his daughter : Even then.... 


“Well, Jairam Babu, so you returned last night ?” 
She never calls him by name. 
“I had thought to come and see you last night.” 


Not even Namita has such a deep voice. Oh, it’s someone 
else then. 
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“Who is it ?” 

“It’s me.” 

“Oh, Biswambar Babu : Please sit down.” 

“How terribly hot it was last night : you must have gone 
to bed very early.” 

Jairam broke into a sudden cough, possibly with an 
inexplicable hint of amusement behind it. It was as if he himself 
was startled by this and he could only react by removing the 
cigarette from his mouth and throwing it away. 

The smoke was clearing now. Biswambar, in turn, was 
infected by the other’s silence, and was himself unable to speak. 

Seeing Biswambar Babu’s disconsolatc face sombre as a 
condolence meeting, with the pair of moustachcs in the middlc 
like black bands of mourning, Jairam tried to compose himself. 
The effort must have showed itself in his facc. Why clse would 
Biswambar have been so taken aback ? 

Never before had hc seen cigarette butts in such numbers, 
such dark circles under the eyes for want of a singlc night’s 
sleep, such a mirthless smile, sombre as a train of mourncrs. 

“Well, Jairam Babu : you have not eaten last night-- nor 
slept either, from the look of it. I thought as much when I called 
last night. You could always have had whatever we had for 
supper. I saw that your house was dark and did not like to wake 
you up because you must have gone to be very tired. But you 
have neither eaten nor slept !” 

Jairam did not say anything. His eyes seemed to say it for 
him- “Oh, I understand : Docs it mattcr much ?... Forget it ...” 

“BiswambarBabu,would you please disposc of this 
rickshaw for me ?” 

Biswambar saw that Jairam had not heard a word of all 
that he said; otherwise hc wouldn't havc talked about thc 
rickshaw so completely out of context. 
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“Let it be- it will come in handy when you want to move 
around.” 


“No,” said Jairam Babu, lighting another cigarette. 
Blowing out the smoke, he added- “‘It was purchased for Rani’s 
usc when she was going to college.” 


Bccausc of Jairam’s immense gravity, people generally 
gavc him a wide berth. But Biswambar enjoyed some freedom 
with him, as a colleaguc, and was one of the very few who 
scnscd his changes of mood or such subtle changes of expression 
as circumstances merited. 


Biswambar could have continued, but did not. Jairam was 
intolcrant of any sort of curiosity about Rani. Somctimes when 
Jairam was away at the office and Rani was on holiday, she 
used to drop in at his housc, but was always careful to keep this 
from hcr father’s knowledge. She was so ravishingly beautiful 
: There wasn’t a man alive who wouldn’t turn to look as she 
passed. But did anyone ever rcalize—- there was a remoteness 
about her beauty ? It is impossible to approach her because of 
thc poignance about her countcnance. She attracts, irresistibly, 
but can never really make you hcr own; she excites a desire in 
whosc consummation she can never really participate. But how 
beautiful she is ! 


Returning from these vagrant speculations, Biswambar 
found himself still confronted by Jairam’s expectant gaze, his 
cycs alcrt and motionless, like two vigilant sentinels with rifles 
on their shoulders. 


Biswambar hesitated a little; but the sentries did not move. 
It was as if they stood guard over vacant ficlds of ether. 


Biswambar cleared his throat and said~ “I have a request.” 
‘Thc scntries moved : they were no longer alert— “What is it ?” 
“Would you mind coming to our house for lunch ?” 


Jairam may have found this extremely amusing, but 
possibly thought that some reciprocation of this sympathy would 
bc propcr. Wah : not bad : 
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There was a reason for Biswambar’s caution in extending 
the invitation. He knew that the odds were a hundred to onc 
against Jairam’s accepting the invitation, with a sweet, pcrfcctly 
polite smile; and so he waited for the inevitable— “Many thanks 
Biswambar Babu : I would indeed have been glad had I been 
able to honour your invitation :” Instead, Jairam Babu said 
“But why should you take such pains for my sake !” 


Getting over his surprise at this, Biswambar said- “‘Not 
at all, it is an honour for us that you should set foot in our house. 
I will come again, to personally take you along.” 


A little discomfited, Biswambar rose abruptly and left. 
Images from the past rose before his eyes. Like the proverbial 
reed, he would break in half rather than bend. It took couragc 
even to greet him with a formal ‘how do you do ?’. They all 
wished that Jairam would let his wounds heal by mixing with 
them and sharing in their happiness; and yet none of them darcd 
to talk with him about this. They preferred to keep to themselves, 
and gave him a wide berth. One can nourish a small sapling 
with water and shade; but the ruins of a colossal ‘neem’ blasted 
by lightning, only inspire a shaken awe and amazement. Thc 
experience is too vast for comprehension and too deep for 
commiseration. Jairam was learned; he had graduated, in those 
times, from Madras University. He was unyielding, 
uncompromising, with no knowledge of how to make moncy 
by underhand means. And so he has retained only his dignity, 
dispensing with all these. He is above the contempt of enemics, 
or sympathy of his friends. Biswambar liked him for all thesc 
idiosyncracies; but the only thing he couldn’t stand about Jairam 
was his hatred for Jayant. However much he tried to make Jairam 
understand, Jairam would never be convinced; possibly hc 
believed the rumours that people spread. Jayant had often tried 
to make fricnds with him, but had been spurned and turned 
away. After all, Jayant was Biswambar’s childhood friend-- why 
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shouldn’t they visit cach other ? And was it outside the norms 
of decorum for Jayant to talk frecly with Sujata ? After all, he 
knew her long before their marriage. 

Biswambar sccmed to slip away from the external world 
into an unreality in which innumerable alien serpents spread 
their hoods and disappeared.... The horror of it shocked him 
back into the common light of everyday reality, of social duties, 
formalities, invitations to lunch.... A deep sigh escaped him 
involuntarily.... “Hm : Jairam Babu comes to lunch. The man 
is a gourmct... I must arrange some mutton well in advance 
from Rasul Mian....” 

After Biswambar left, Jairam felt a little easier; but he 
still gazed fixedly beyond the threshold... The distinction 
between the outside of the house, and what was within it, seemed 
to fade into a barrier thin as glass, and then vanish... The vast 
stretches of the sky seemed to come sweeping into the house, 
filling it with a cold, unfeeling desolation. The circle of stone 
and mortar he had built, within which to sup at the banquet of 
his rights, had collapsed into mud and rubble. The worlds within 
and without had merged into a single diffuseness... Biswambar 
probably went to arrange mutton. Hm ! Not bad ! 

He did not rise, but continued to sit there, like a fearful 
stork perched atop a limbless banian tree. It seemed to him as if 
hc had suddenly dropped from the rattling clamour of a running 
train into the half-familiar vastness of a starlit meadow. Before 
him, the train still swayed and rattled past. But around him, 
there was only the coldness of the stars and the night. 

...Once hc, too, was a traveler on this same train and 
had seen stations green and lovely with young 
‘krishnachudas*’ waving their arms in welcome. He had 
known the rush, the noise and jostle and buzzing; but within 
it, everyone was as distinct and separate as peas within their 
shell. He always had the habit of scrutinizing people in detail 
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like this; and it was because of this, probably, that he was 
unable to accept anyone, or himself enter into another’s orbit. 
Wasn’t Sibaram his distant cousin ? 


Once, Jairam had visited him after a long interval. His 
hospitality had been rather forced and mechanical, lacking in 
warmth. Very formal. He felt that at no point did Sibaram 
completely accept him, or feel that ‘my life will be incomplete 
without Bhaina’. Jairam stayed for one day only and had 
enough of food- tea, breakfast, lunch, etc. Still, he had a strong 
feeling that he was strictly a temporary guest, to be entertained 
only at the drawing-room level. His sister and her husband, 
his uncle and his family were living in the same village. Their 
every gesture was regulated by the demands of the narrow 
world of social courtesies. Their looks, their smiles, their 
welcomes-— were all rehearsed, like those of a mynah in a cage. 
It was a society very commercial in outlook, weighing 
everything in terms of profit, capital and interest. Sibaram 
would have been immensely relieved after Jairam had left. 
With all seriousness he would have duly entered in his monthly 
accounts the expenses incurred on Jairam’s stay. 


But Biswambar has invited him to his house, today. 


Biswambar Mangaraj did not know why he married the 
daughter of Mayadhar Ray. There was a commotion over this 
unusual match. People disapproved of Mayadhar Ray for 
throwing away his daughter into the hands of a poor clerk. 
Biswambar had supposed all along that it was Jayant who was 
going to marry Sujata. Jayant was the tutor of the S.P’s son, and 
mostly stayed in their house. Often he used to confide in 
Biswambar his intimacy with Sujata. Without warning, the 
rumour spread like wildfire that Sujata was getting married 
within a week. And then from out of the blue came the news 
that it was none other than Biswambar who was to marry her. 
Biswambar was stunned, unable to believe his cars. Finally, it 
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was Jayant himself who persuaded him to give his consent to 
the marriage. It took place with a week’s hurried activity. Sujata 
was pretty, accomplished, convent-educated, a good singer and 
an excellent dancer. She came of a rich family with all the tastes, 
manners and sophistication that were part of her upbringing. 
How could you expect her to cook ? Supposing cooking spoilt 
her hands ? This might lead her to think Biswambar and his 
family were all rustics. And she would smile in contempt. How 
could you expect her to dine sitting cross-legged on the floor, 
and wear cotton sarees ? Biswambar’s tastes were those of the 
typical Zamindar*. He had his own concept of fine taste though 
it was a little outmoded, possibly because of its native character. 
He could only conceive of silk sarees as far as apparel was 
concerned; considered it a matter of pride to eat from large, 
heavy brass plates; and could not imagine anything to surpass 
‘khechudi’* as the epitome of luscious food. The nutcrackers 
in his house had knobs of gold on them. Things like omelettes, 
cutlets, knives and forks were a novelty to his family. Biswambar 
had borne everything with his inherent magnanimity. He had 
closed his eyes to many things, turned a deaf ear to people’s 
talk-— that Sujata and Jayant were lovers still; that Sujata could 
not marry him only because of his illegitimacy; that Jayant took 
advantage of Biswambar’s simplicity and imposed the marriage 
on him only that the relationship could be continued unhindered. 
The talk continued when Chhabi was born; people whispered 
that Biswambar was not the father of the girl. “Eessh* ! How 
nasty, how jealous this society is !” Jayant used to say. Everybody 
was envious of Biswambar, and concocted scandals in 
revenge.... He may have been right... Biswambar was a typical 
zamindar’s son — vain, simple, managing mostly on the income 
from his ancestral, paternal properties. His salary was 
insignificant. His family considered it a matter of prestige for 
an educated person to become a clerk. This had been a long 
cherished ambition in his family for several generations. 
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Jayant stopped going to the office as he was preparing for 
some kind of examination. He had stayed with them for so 
long... There was simply no question of his shifting to another 
house. But — one afternoon they were caught unawares; the way 
they sprang to their feet on his entrance amused him almost; 
but this was replaced by a darkness which almost made his 
senses swim : “What’s going on ?” he demanded sharply. 

“Hee, hee” Sujata laughed like a hyaena ~- “Love, of 
course, what else ? Hee, hee... How can you be so stupid after 
having lived in a city all these years ? Are friends forbidden to 
talk to each other ? We had a common subject in B.A.*; we 
were only discussing it after a long time. The government has 
introduced a new facility. Since you do not keep track of 
anything, let me tell you. Jayant is appearing for the O.A.S.* 
examination :” 


“I see, oho, ho, ho, ho....” The spiritless laughter choked 
in his throat, not having any spontaneity. The walls scemed to 
collapse in upon him. And ever since that day Biswambar 
Mangaraj had never been able to look Jayant Parida in the eye. 
A group of street urchins near the market laughed derisively at 
him but Biswambar was unable to quicken his pace. And since 
then Biswambar always felt shadows following him, shadows 
that hid in the darkness, obscenities suddenly shouted from 
nowhere, and yet a part of silence. 


And today — Jairam Babu has been invited to lunch. Jayant 
has been away on some business for the past fortnight. Entering 
the kitchen he said; “‘Do you hear, Jairam Babu is going to have 
lunch with us today.” 

Entertaining guests at your house was something new- 
fangled, modern. The Superintendent of Policc, Mayadhar Ray 
used to entertain four to five guests everyday. This was nothing 
new to Sujata. 

She went into the kitchen to give Banchha the necessary 
instructions. Biswambar went to Rasul Mian for some good 
mutton.... 
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Jairam Babu sat as immobile as before, his eyes fixed 
on the threshold where Biswambar had stepped out of sight. 
He had rarely gone beyond this orbit; very rarely had anyone 
entered into it. 


Was there any need to leap at Biswambar’s invitation like 
a glutton ? Idiot... Is there no end to the measurement of this 
world in terms of a few handfuls of rice, a few women, a few 
physical sensations ? 


‘The cigarette smoke drifted across the brown eyes of 
Jairam Babu. Things repeated themselves, moving in circles, 
like old grinding stones. People thought it would enhance their 
social prestige if they fed him. They would always talk about it 
at the slightest opportunity. After that, they might even extend 
their invitation for one more day, and then one more, and one 
more until he became their paying guest. And then scandals 
and abuses : Life would be crushed under the burden of fresh 
wounds. All Biswambar Mangarajas will withdraw into 
detachment. And in the end, only the everlasting truth... 
“Aloneness...” 


Dccp in some lonely forest a bird shook its wings just 
once, and then became silent, the silence spreading and filling 
the forest. 


“No, extremely sorry, Biswambar Babu ! Not today, some 
other time, perhaps !” thought Jairam. In reply, Biswambar might 
only gesticulate— “But, sir, I purchased all these only because 
you accepted my invitation !” And Jairam would smile a little 
and say, “you see, Biswambar Babu, I’m sorry, it can’t be helped. 
I am not able to honour your invitation today, owing to 
unavoidable circumstances.” 


Biswambar would definitely turn to leave. Biswambar was 
a nice person, and belonged to an aristocratic family. And his 
wife ! Oh, people talk about her; how does it matter ? They will 


40 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


talk, always and always, just as they have been doing since the 
beginning of history. There is only one thing we can say about a 
beautiful woman, which has been a habit with us since time 
immemorial. 

Man, born of the womb, procreates and dissolves in the 
self- same womb. This simple truth is concealed by many layers 
of rubbish, by all sorts of sartorial flamboyance, all manner of 
cobwebs and clouds. 

And so we do not understand : We fail to understand man’s 
blind relentless passion; woman’s ravenous hunger. An 
impenetrable cloak conceals everything, the skin hides the 
ugliness within. 

Biswambar was on his way to Rasul Mian square. In the 
early hours of the morning, this place became a place of 
pilgrimage for devotees of the finer things of life, each waiting 
with a bag.... Four to six ‘khasis’* were tied to a post, ruminating 
the while. When the customer placed his order, Rasul Mian’s 
sturdy servant boy would drag one of them inside; the others 
sniffing it over as it went, none of them realising anything. Did 
anyone else realise ? Do we realise for that matter ? 

Biswambar generally did not take that road, because it 
was Banchha who came to purchase mutton as and when 
occasion demanded. But today he came in person because Jairam 
Babu was a demanding gourmet.... 

“Well, if it isn’t Biswambar ! What news ?” 

Biswambar looked up and saw it was Jayant 


Parida...possibly his examinations were over, his leave 
exhausted. 


“Well; what was Banchha doing today; how come His 
Honour has set out with a bag ?” 


A very small smile appeared on Biswambar’s face like a 
lone, tired athlete in a vast field, who has run a long distance, 
over a long time, so that he may not be late. 
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“Ycs, today I havc invited Jairam Babu to lunch.” 


“Oh, you mcan Rani’s fathcr ! And did that old stubborn 
eccentric agree to come ? Anyway you're probably rcaching 
homc before mc I have some work. Kindly inform thosc at 
home that | have arrived.” 


And Jayant Parida took the road to the lcft. A sudden firc 
caught and lcaped, but as suddenly hissed into cxtinction. 
Biswambar walkcd home with bowed shoulders, bent undcr the 
weight, it scemed, of enormous slabs of lifcless stonc.... 


And yct ... This very Jayant Parida... was thc fricnd of 
his childhood. How warm and friendly hc was ! He scemed to 
light up thc placc by his very presence. Sujata’s charm would 
blossom almost visibly, pctal by cxquisitc petal; Chhabi and 
Rabi would capcr and frolic in glec like fawns in thc rains of 
‘Ashadha’, and Biswambar would fccl lighter, morc carcfrec, 
fcc! that Jayant was an intcgral part of thc family. Jayant was 
bchind all the happy memorics of his seven years of marriage, 
behind cvery picnic, all the fun and laughtcr. And when idlc 
talk sprcad its insidious poison within his mind, he had always 
tried to overcome it by a broad-minded, generous outlook. 


But now things had comc to a head, it was impossiblc to 
hidc from them any longcr. Jayant may havc taken another road 
homc,having rcconnoitred the situation. Why not rcturn 
immcdiatcly ? But not without the mutton, no, he had invited 
thc gentleman.... Hc should try to buy it and rcturn as quickly 
as possiblc. Say two kilos, now, instcad of onc-and-a-half A ftcr 
all, Jayant will have lunch, too. 

Sujata sat looking lingcringly, caressingly at thc private 
world within her mirror. Tendcrly, shc partook of it with 
fascination, bcforc beginning on hcr toilctte. Ecssh,-- it was 
alrcady scvcn ycars since she was marricd and yet it secmcd as 
if it were only ycstcrday.... She remembered the days of her 
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maidcnhood, of Miss Sujata Ray attending thc club dinncr 
with her mother. Hour after hour, her skilled flawless makcup 
went on, in proportion to thosc days of status and pridc. Shc 
sought to infusc hcr futurc with the samc beauty of hcr past; 
with drcaming cycs she feasted, onc by onc, on her memorics, 
memorics in plenty, not confused or blurred but cach clcar 
and distinct, rich with its own special trcasurcs. Within thc 
mirror lay innumerable wondrous pebbles and shclls culled 
from thc shorcs of her past. Ifer beauty should cnslavc, her 
fervid dcsircs capturc and captivate all. As it oncc had ! Shc 
should be covered from head to foot, with garlands of love. 
Woman was as frcc as thc fragrancc of a flowcr; it was a folly, 
an unpardonable sin, a criminal insult to confinc her within a 
prison of stonc for the bencfit of affection or contempt of onc 
single pcrson of doubtful scnsibility. Shc thrilled for forbidden 
provinccs in the plcasurc gardcn of her mind, luxuriatcd in 
them momcntarily with abandon. 


Suddcnly she saw Jayant in thc mirror, behind him, 
Biswambar. “Are*, it’s Jayant !” she cricd, rising, in the act of 
undoing her braid. 

“I sent word through Biswambar that I havc arrived, then 
I thought it better to report in person.” 


The smile thinncd and vanished off Biswambar’s 
countenance. Taking off his shirt hc said, ‘““loday Rasul Mian’s 
is closed- today’s Friday.” 


“Hey, couldn’t you get mutton from somcwhcre clsc ? 
Jayant’s comc....” 


“No, today mutton won't bc availablc.” 

Jayant nudged Biswambar and said, “Hcy, is His Lordship 
angry ?” 

At this Biswambar Mangaraj, lost in a blankct of old warm 
memorics, madc his way outsidc. 
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From inside he heard- “Jayant, please go and get mutton 
from somewhere, somehow.” 

“Is sir within ?”’— someone enquired, outside. It was Kalu, 
with a tiffin-carrier in his hand; he was Jairam Babu’s rickshaw 
puller. 

‘What is it ?” asked Biswambar. 

“Sir said, he will not be able to come today.” 


Somehow no one felt inclined to ask any questions. Kalu 
had already turned his back on them and had reached the road. 


About three months had passed. Kalu leant the broom 
against the verandah and looked around, heaving a sigh of relief. 
He had done an excellent job of cleaning the floor, ceiling, 
doorway, bookshelf. Everything shone like glass; not a speck 
of dust anywhere. No woman could keep a house as clean. After 
his bath, Jairam was sitting in his chair in stylish pyjamas when 
Kalu came. All the sweepings were lying in a heap in the 
courtyard. After removing those, Kalu came and stood before 
his master, looking at him like a gardener who suddcnly sees a 
shoot of green appear unexpectedly on a dead stump he has 
becn watering hopelessly for a long time. 

“Master, what shall I get you for breakfast ?” 

Jairam peeped out from behind the newspaper and smiled. 


Really, the master looks quite young after a shave ! thought 
Kalu. 


“Oh, no, I have prepared some ‘halwa*’ on the stove. 
There is some for you in the kitchen. Taste it and tell me how 
you like it.” 

Kalu was overjoyed, unable to believe his ears.... Very 
happy at the invitation, Kalu finished his share of the ‘halwa’ 
and enquired, “Master, are you expecting someone ?” 

A strange glow shone in the dark mysterious depths of 
Jairam’s cyes— “Why, whom do you think I’m expecting ?” 
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Even if you try to destroy a tree by felling it; its 
subterranean roots, its trunk, will still clamour for life : they 
will compel the trunk to put forth fresh leaves and branches, 
forgetful of the axe; never admitting defeat. All the humiliations 
he had suffered had only convinced him that life is inevitable, 
invincible, and it was his duty to face and continue it. Life would 
flow through him in unceasing; innumerable waves passing 
through his nerves and veins and his dull brain until its roots 
dried up : when the great waves of the universal life would 
enfold these unto themselves, absorbing them into the harmony 
of the universe. 

There is no meaning in lying like a corpse on an unlit 
pyre. Having known and examined the world, one must continue 
to exist only if it is quite necessary : ...Is it forbidden for man 
to live for himself alone ? Whatever confusion existed, has 
long since vanished, and from now onwards one should live by 
oneself, for oneself alone. Kalu was still pondering over his 
master’s question. “Truly, master has no one to call his own— 
who will possibly come ?” 

But in a corner of his heart, Jairam Babu waited 
indefinitely, for indefinite persons. 


He has to live. Heh, heh... But how, where, for whom ? 
Where would the centre of his orbit lie ? 

Someone called at the door. 

Kalu came back after inspecting. “It’s Jayant Babu !” 
he said. 

Heh, heh, what’s so bad ? It doesn’t matter much if there’s 
no one very close, around whom life might revolve. But will it 
not serve the purpose if life revolved around a few meteorites 
before losing itself in space ? 

“Namaskar*, Jairam Babu ! I hope, you don’t mind my 
intrusion at this early hour of the morning.” 
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“Oh no, it’s nothing ! It must bce somcthing urgent, how 
can I help you ?” 

“Jairam Babu, do you like hurting pcoplc just for the sakc 
of it ?” 

“I speak the truth -- this might hurt ccrtain pcople.” 

“Arc you aware that the truth you spcak hurts people ?” 

“I might possibly be knowing.” 

“Then do you speak the truth as a dclibcrate prctext, in 
ordcr to hurt people deliberately ?” 

“Bravo ! I can see you have improved a lot in the 
meantime ! You speak beautifully ! I am rcally pleased.” 

“No, you arc not... you are only trying to hurt me more. I 
can understand cverything, Jairam Babu ! I’hcre arc reasons for 
which you arc not in your normal state of mind. But that gives 
you no right to hurt the people you come across !” 

“Well, what is the matter, anyway ? What makes you 
dcliver such a homily so early in the morning ?” 

“It’s not a mere homily, I have come to warn you. I was 
waiting for the opportune moment since a long time... I came 
to hear the news yesterday, and thought I would convey it to 
you this morning.” 

“What momentous news is it-- indications of an 
carthquake ? What have you come to warn me about ?” 

“You are going to know it in person, very soon. I was 
sclected for the O.A.S.* and am being appointed in this Office.” 

“Bravc ! But there are many others who have a greater 
right to this news, and require it more urgently than I do... But 
I am not very surprised... Judging from your connections at the 
top, 1 would suppose you would have received a very high 
promotion rcgardless of your selection as O.A.S.” 


“Do you expect me to be ashamed of my high connections 
and bc diffident about them ? I can sense such implications 
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from thc vcry tonc of your voice ! Listen Jairam Babu ! A person 
who wishcs to risc often uscs other pcople as mcrc step laddcrs; 
hc docs not havc thc time to realise whcthcr anyonc is affected; 
or is there any nceccssity for him to realisc this. Considcration 
for rulcs and principles, honour and self-respect arc mcant for 
the weak, for the incompetent and the good-for-nothings; not 
for mc. I have donc as I like and will do as 1! likc. No onc has 
prevented mc; they cannot ! You think yoursclf as clcan as a 
Padrc and abusc mc before others. I know that. I have obscrved 
that thcesc clerks, for some reason, havc a great regard for you. 
It is only common scnse not to cxpcect such things from me. {| 
havc heard cvcrything about you; I fccl occasional compassion 
to bc morc than cnough. You arc going to bc my subordinatc.” 
Jayant imcant to finish hcrc and lcavc, but on sccond thoughts, 
he waitcd. Kalu must have sensed something from his tonc, or 
gcesturc and look; for he went insidc, scratching his head. Quictly 
Jairam lightcd a cigarcttc... exhaled the smokc and smiled. 


“Listen, Jayant Babu ! I rcgrct that I am unablc to attach 
any great importancc cither to this news or to thc becarcr of 
it. This humblc creaturc has failed to acquirc cven the 
slightcst rcgard for those to whom you owe your succcss. 
Had that bccn possible, you would not have rcccived this 
goldcn opportunity today.” 


“A pcrson having no sense of values cannot judgc thc 
valuc of things. If he has no sense of respcct, he cannot show 
respect to othcrs. ‘This might havc bccn’... such an argument 
is only a form of sclf-deception, meant for thc diffident and 
the unfit. He who is frustrated bccausc of his own 
incompctcncc, and for whom thc futurc is only a dark dungcon, 
embittcrs cveryonc clsc with his own bitterness. He becomes 
antisocial; scandalizing othcrs bccomcs his profcssion. I too, 
am very blunt in spcaking thc truth and I am lcast bothcred if 
anyonc is hurt by it. You havc bccn in service for a long time. 
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Hence forth, please do not hesitate to show respect to those 
on whose favours you depend. From now onwards you may 
expect the immediate consequences of abusing the 
government. But I do not harm a person who knows how to 
behave himself. Well, let me make a move.” 


“Please be seated ! Are you afraid that I might throw you 
out ? Won't you receive my thanks for your long homily. A man 
can be borne along merely by lying inert in the current, like a 
dead leaf. But the current destroys him who stands firm and 
resolute, defying it. You are being carried along and will continue 
to be borne along by this current. I have been watching this current 
long enough and this has had no effect on me. Your principles are 
not the same as mine. I am the same person I was all along, I shall 
remain the same; I shall repeat the same things I have been 
speaking all along. It is of no use to expect me to yield to 
everything only because you are going to be my boss today.” 


Jairam drew on his cigarette and said, putting out the 
smoke : “I have seen quite a number of similar promotions; it is 
very likely that I might see some more. You and your benefactors 
may rest assured of that.” 


“I feel you have not clearly grasped the fact that Jayant 
Parida is no longer a clerk in the office. Very well, very soon 
you will realise the consequences of bearding the lion in his 
own den.” 


Wounded and drunk with power, Jayant Parida rushed 
outside with the fury of an erupting volcano. 


Jairam continued to sit there and wait. He seemed to see 
from a platform, a man speeding past, hanging on to a train 
while he stood rooted to the brick and mortar under his feet. 
He had no ticket for a train, nor the money for a ticket. The 
few coins that he had were of genuine metal; but they were 
out of circulation. The seals on them were old. They might 
sell for the value of their metal; but Jairam had never even 
conceived of such a barter. 


48 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


He had seen many such Jayants, scurrying in the rain and 
darkness, arranging chicken and delicacies for the boss’s family. 
And yet suddenly one fine morning you see them riding around 
in cars. In the twinkling of an eye, their palatial mansions go 
up, the rent fixed at one thousand five hundred rupees. On thc 
smooth, dark road, their cars glide indolently past in intoxicating 
luxury. The dreams of possessions, power, and wealth which 
their forefathers had through generations of penury have 
inflamed their imaginations. People like Jayant, with a ritual 
invocation to their forefathers, go about erecting their glittering 
mansions built on bribes and ‘baksheesh’* and the wages of 
corruption. Idiots ! 

From the very day he had joined the service, Jayant Parida 
spent his nights and days striving to ingratiate himself with 
Sadashivan and Muthuswamy sahibs*. People talked of how 
he won over all the minister’s men by providing them with 
avenues for money. Everyone knew how he went around from 
door to door begging for improved marks in his O.A.S. papers. 
And even Jayant’s group had noticed how Jairam, with a silent, 
gentle smile had scotched all efforts to bring these things to his 
notice. An ancient vendetta had now been revived and would 
not subside until it had drawn blood. 


Puffing idly on his cigarette, Jairam felt someone was 
speaking to him, in an old familiar voice. The sound of well- 
known footsteps could be heard advancing along the dark 
corridor. Jairam strained to identify them. It scemed as if 
someone was grinding something on the ancient grinding stone. 
Curious, he rose to investigate. He found Kalu bent over the 
stone, grinding something. “What are you grinding ?” 

“It’s ‘pidia’* and chili, sir.” 

“What will you do with it ?” 

“I mix husks and flour and prepare ‘roti’* for mysclf. Bunu 
has rice every day with grilled ladies’ fingers. The kilo of ration 
rice I get lasts him a week and on Sundays we share what is left. 
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I havc ricc only oncc a week.” He smiled a littlc and said, “His 
mother had no idca that such hard timcs would come. When 
she dicd shc said, Bunu must have cnough ricc cvcryday.” 


Kalu scraped off the pastc from thc bottom of the grinding 
stonc and slapped it on again to grind it cven fincr. The mists of 
thc past receded. Throughout his life, this decrepit old man has 
bccn grinding stonc on stonc, licking thc sweat dripping 
etcrnally, mcaninglcssly, from the dropping ends of his 
moustachc. 1 Ic forcgocs his own sharc of ricc six days a weck, 
hoping by this to sustain his son, his son’s son and thc 
numbcrless descendants who would follow. 


Apart from thc wild oats of his youth, Kalu was known to 
havc married thricc. Two of his wives had dcscrted him; the 
third was thirty ycars youngcr than him. His son was born within 
a couplc of ycars of his marriagc, when Kalu was fifty. Pcoplc 
said that Utsab Paika was thc fathcr. 


Jairam stood rooted in the middlc of thc hall. Ie felt as if 
hc was surrounded by flames which might devour him any 
moment. And again hc fclt as if thosc flames sprang from within 
him, threatening to reduce the whole of crcation to ashes. Masks 
of hypocrisy and bctrayal wcre heaped around him, high as 
mountains. lic had tricd to part the endless wrappings around 
thc world in a bid to discover whcther anything was inside, or 
all was hollow. It was ncccssary to destroy those masks. But 
bchind them he would mecrcly find an infinite number of such 
blind, groping crcaturcs sccking to hold thcir poverty at bay by 
grinding stoncs. 

Even now. Bunu’s sinister blood sucked nourishment six 
days a weck from this old man’s vcins, and flourished.... This 
bastard will grow into another Jayant... Can his mothcr not 
devour his venomous corpsc by incantations and spclls ? Cannot 
Pruthu* bc born again, of the churning of King Bcna's* flab ? 

Jairam’s gazc fcll on the copy of ‘Corridors of Powcr’ 
lying on the tablc the puzzle of modern administration, its 
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incvitable complcxitics, man’s helplessness in its dark, narrow, 
blind alleys ! ITazy, colourlcss visions of times to come scemed 
to flicker through thc cvening’s dark unccrtainty. lvil, horrible 
creatures of night swarmed and slithered around him, like 
loathsome worms, countlcss Jayants, protccted from childhood 
by powerful men in powerful positions; his sinful ancestry, his 
future of evil.... 

Incxplicably, from the depths of these mists hc could 
suddenly see Rani... A bcast long slumbcring in thosc dark 
shadows suddenly leapt to its fcct, shaking its manc and 
slobbering... Jairam’s entire boing scrcamed in protcst : no, 
no.... 

Light went out of the world, leaving an uttcr darkncss of 
horrible phantoms and the soundlcss brcath of the monstrous 
beast.... 

Kalu has been calling him for a long timc. Jairam is 
completely drenched with sweat, cycs fixed and still, chest 
hcaving.... 


“Babu*, babu....” 


But it was Jayant’s voicc hc heard, from somcwhecrc 
beyond the margins of thc univcrsc. It was Jayant’s vcngcancc; 
“I shall bring destruction, strip you naked, sink my tecth in you. 
Your Namita, your Rani, will be my captives, moments of my 
drunken pleasure... I shall crush them under the whcecls of my 


” 


car. 

Jairam collapsed into a chair like an animal shot through 
thc heart. Kalu revived him by sprinkling watcr, but Jairam 
continued to tremble uncontrollably; his cycs widc and rcstlcss 
with terror. 


“My daughter will certainly go to the cinema. Who is that 
beggar of a tutor, to scck to restrict her ? Docs he take her for 
one of those rustic sows of his own village, confined in a dark 
sty, spcaking to no onc ? From now on that damncd beggar is 
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not going to set foot in my house. What does it matter to his 
father if my daughter does not study ? What sort of education is 
he showing off ? 1 am a graduate, my parents were graduates, 
too. Should not my own daughter learn proper social courtesies ? 
You expcct her to jump around in a ‘kaupuni*’ making a 
laughing stock of herself ? Hey, Banchha ! Tell that tutor when 
he comes here tomorrow to sell his knowledge elsewhere. These 
pcoplc have become so impudent only because we don’t have 
proper officers like my father; otherwise all his teeth would 
have been booted in.” 
“What’s the matter ? Why are you shouting like this ?” 


“Because it’s necessary. You were away and supposed to 
come back tomorrow, weren’t you ? But suddenly turned up 
today. So how can you know what has been going on ?” 


Biswambar was stunned. He stood motionless, like a 
column of pale smoke which might explode any moment into 
fire. Instcad, he said~- “The tutor did not say anything wrong. I 
was prescnt there... All this happened in the time I went to 
wash ? Poor tutor... he must have been insulted !” 


“What ? So that bastard was insulted, and what about 
us ? What do you think we are — maid-servants of your zamindar 
family ? How can you conceive of my daughter being abused 
by her tutor ? And you call yourself a father ! If I were a man I 
would have ripped out his entrails !” 

Biswambar’s voice was grave, but calm— “He has not 
abused anyone, rather it is you yourself who abuse all and sundry. 
It’s only modesty on your part, to concede that you are not a 
man... Not that you cannot make an equally excellent job of 
tcaring out centrails....” 


Hc was as reserved as a complete stranger, his voice even, 
and perfectly composed. 
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Taken aback, some of the anger went out of Sujata, she 
was suddenly quiet, cautious. “Since when have you learnt to 
talk like this ? She is still a playful child—- she went to the cinema 
only because I asked her along — why should the teacher harass 
her for this ? Do I ever object to the children for being scolded ? 
You were there yourself- just tell me what he was saying ?” 

“There’s no need. Well, Chhabi, what picture did you see 
yesterday ?” 


His voice was cold and steady, his face expressionless. 

“We didn’t go to any picture, Bapa ! It was mother who 
told me to tell you this. We....” 

“Shut up, you rascal ! who taught you to lie to your 
father ?” 

“Help, father !”’ screamed Chhabi. “She’s killing me !” 

Sujata went on hitting her, mad with rage. 

Biswambar was even more forebodingly still, silent. 

When Chhabi screamed ‘Bapa’, Biswambar saw Sujata’s 
grip tighten on her throat. A terrible mayhem of war and death 
seized the night; out of Biswambar’s controlled exterior 
suddenly sprang a monstrous Minotaur. Sujata staggered under 
its blow and fell to the floor. 

Things returned to normal. Banchha, eyes wide with 
bewilderment, gently picked up the girl whimpering with 
anguish and terror. 

Sujata lay where she had fallen. 

Biswambar turned his back on all this and moved towards 
the drawing-room. His face was dark as a gloomy forest of man- 
eaters : the burning shame in his eyes searched for a hiding 
place, like a doe of the forest. 

Before him stood Jayant drawing disdainfully on his 
cigarette. The stars and planets secmed to stand still, attending 
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upon the moment; the courtyard scemed to bec filled with a 
surging flood of perversions - basc instincts, released from 
bchind thcir masks, all forms of carnivores, simians, and 
scrpents. 

From behind the smoke camc a human voice- “Well, 
Biswambar ! When did you return ?” 

Thc beasts slithered back into their cages, leaving only a 
numbcr of alcrt men. One of the beasts paused a moment, glaring 
: then it too, passed into the cage. 

Biswambar stepped around Jayant into the drawing room 
and said, “This morning.” 

From the far end of the courtyard came the sound of 
Sujata’s sobbings. 

“Well I’m sorry. Now I come to understand everything. I 
only came to tell you that I cannot come to lunch. Let Biswambar 
have my share. Well, let me take my leave.” 

“You have understood nothing. 1 mcan, you’ve got it all 
wrong. I’m the one who is sorry; not to havc your lunch ready 
for you....” Tears and smiles, civility and protest, vied with each 
other in the small sphere of Sujata’s face as shc tried to save the 
situation. 

Nothing changed. 


Jayant’s cigarette smoke drifted noiselessly into the 
drawing room. 


Biswambar sat in his chair, gazing at the floor. 


Patting him on the back, Jayant said, “Why do you behave 
likc a fool ? Your case has already bccn taken up and it will 
reach the secretary tomorrow. I am taking care of it. The dealing 
assistant is pleased, so also the concerned minister. The secretary 
has been approached through different people. Is this something 
beyond mc ? OK, let me leave now. Are you coming to the 
office ? Of course, you have the station-lcaving permission for 
today. Well, 1°11 look into it.” 
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And from the porch, he said— 


“Khalifa Mian has Chhabi’s and Rabi’s drcsscs ready, he’Il]} 
deliver them today. The proprictor of Damodar Mills, Surjit 
Jain, will deliver a bag of finc ricc. I have asked the B.D.O. to 
get some fish from the Champakul Panchayat* tank.” 


The car horn faded into the distance. 


Everything is topsy turvy. 

Biswambar’s cycs are fixed, still. Digambar Mangaraj’s 
photograph hangs on thc oppositc wall. Chhabi, Rabi havc 
decorated it with spots of ‘chandan*"’. 


The same nosc, thc samc mouth, the same pair of Icchcrous 
cyes. 

To Biswambar it seemed as if the wholc house scrcamcd : 
though others heard only Biswambar scrcaming. Lifting up the 
brass flower vase from thc tablc, Biswambar smashcd thc 
photograph with it, like onc possessed. The glass disintcgrated, 
tinkling : Digambar Mangaraj’s broad, aristocratic forchcad 
depressed into a concavity, cycs and nose obliterated by thc 
blows. 


Hot tears streamed from Biswambar’s eycs. Hc had 
destroyed his father undcr the blows of the brass vase. Hc could 
never forgive those hot eycs, that prominent nose. Digambar 
Mangaraj’s countenance lccred at him like the head of somc 
primeval reptile protruding from its hole, its venomous glare 
seeming to inflamc his cntirc body. 

Before him stood Banchha, Chhabi, Rabi and Sujata. IIc 
could not sec them. 1 lis cycs were burning still; the walls around 
him secmcd to crumblc bcforc his cyes. All human forms melted 
into tongues of flamc. Hc covered his face with his hands, his 
fingcrs touching blood, swcat, tears. But the nosc was as aquilinc 
as ever. Bcforc he could fall, Banchha carried him to the next 
room and put him in bed. 


af He bf af 
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Biswambar opened his eyes. His gaze rested on a blank 
wall, like an immense eye from which the iris had been somehow 
erased. 

Were the facts, then, so horribly true ? Did one receive 
so little, after having given so much ? There may not be any 
further showers of spring in life—- but at least its principal 
business should go on. Why is it so miserly even about such 
professional courtesies ? They can blindfold and loot you, only 
because they are cleverer, more powerful, more cunningly 
disguised.... 

It was as if Draupadi’s* endless humiliation after the 
countless strippings of her clothes, can no longer be borne ! the 
gorge of an entire ‘Dwapara*’ era rose within Biswambar 
Mangaraj, grandson of Nilambar Mangaraj who threw away 
five hundred rupees on a ‘rohi*’ hatchling on a dare from 
Mukund Parida, telling him, “I won’t spare you, P11 kill you, 
devour you...”. 

Biswambar’s fists clenched~ but then he was pervaded 
by a sort of ennui, a helplessness. A covering of ashes settled 
on the lava- the fire died, the seething cinders slowly fizzled 
into extinction. 


Biswambar was no Bhima*, to vindicate honour with 
blood ! He was listless, exhausted by the wars that had raged 
within him. 

He saw Sujata, sitting tiredly in a chair in the drawing 
room. He seemed to hear great waves of laughter from every 
direction; the laughter of the town, the waves of scandal, and 
within them, like a thin line of wild fire, the laughter of Sujata 
herself. Eessh, how could he have lived so long with such hatred 
for her ? 


He dragged on shirt and slippers and went out into the 
hall. Behind him the great, blind, square eye still stared... Sujata 
sat tired and motionless. 
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Eessh — what a poor jellyfish he was ! 


Biswambar was in fact, so helpless a person — a tame 
rabbit, without fang or claw. How can any woman put up with 
him ? He was only a mask, the hollow shadow of a man. Wah, 
wonderful, you effeminate son of a zamindar ! 


Even after what had happened, he had failed to brutalize 
Sujata. This, at least, could have provided some sort of meaning 
to her marriage, provided with a wild superman whom she could 
worship. 

Biswambar went out, buttoning his shirt with his left hand. 
The streets shimmered in the hot haze of afternoon : but even in 
that blinding haze, a sort of darkness possessed him from time 
to time. 

Blindly, on an impulse, he walked some distance; he 
seemed to hear a voice calling him but it could have been the 
wind in the bamboo thickets. 

In the distance, buildings shimmered like molten glass; 
under his feet the earth seemed to heave. 


But, now he could distinctly hear someone calling from 
very near. The likeness of Jadumani Mangaraj may have called 
to him in an exactly similar manner as the photograph 
disintegrated under the blows of the vase. Biswambar had 
destroyed his forefathers, instead of himself. Had not those same 
forefathers taught him to be honest and upright as well as weak, 
idiotic, shameless and thick-skinned ? They had filled him full 
of Abadhan’s* Panchatantra*, Chanakya* and Bhartruhari*, like 
Mahadev’s* holy water,and deprived him of the strength to even 
cry out when he was hurt. You fool ! What's the use of being so 
broad-minded ? How could you survive, if your fort was opcn 
to the enemy from all fronts ? If this had happened to your 
grandfather, he would have made a score of heads roll.... You 
can do it, too,- why do you hesitate ? How can you, the son of 
Digambar Mangaraj, bear to be insulted so ? 
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Right, there is only one inevitable way of dealing with 
such an insult... but that way; death by hanging is also inevitable, 
after having to luridly relive all these events in some black- 
gowned judge’s court, before swinging from the gallows. It may 
make headlines in the paper — Digambar Mangaraj’s daughter- 
in-law is an adultress : his son is a murderer ! he was hanged at 
dawn ! ... what was wrong with that ? Let those ancestors see 
how their sins are visited upon their sons.... 


Picrcc a worm through with a pin, and it squirms in the 
steaming carth... would a man writhe like that, when stabbed 
through thc heart ? Hit him solidly on the liver, and that is 
how he would writhe, probably, before lying as still as a fish 
on the slab.... Will a man sprawl face down or belly upward, 
likc a dead snake, if shot in the back ? It must be immensely 
enjoyablc, also a courageous task, to bash a snake to death 
with a lump of brass. 


A little later Biswambar found he was lying spread-eagled 
in the cool shade of a tree. He looked around. The place was 
familiar. Over there, the Christians’ cemetery, and around it a 
high boundary wall. Two very tall eucalyptuses in front of it, 
like sentrics. Everywhere, the thin silence of the high noon. 
Biswambar had passed that way many times, alone or with 
friends; but hc had never experienced such total loneliness. 


High noon is a time of burning passion, releasing dark 
scerct mysterics, setting occult recesses alight. In the steaming 
green thickcts near the village, Jayant had first initiated him 
into the mysteries of manhood. He had drawn him, with the 
tiredness of many a warm, humid afternoon, into the intricate 
toils of life. 


And then another searing afternoon. A very fair-skinned, 
very plump servant girl. The caves by the river, very cool, very 
secluded. Himsclf, Jayant and Lakhmi.... The three fiercely 
burning flamcs of passion, undcr the blazing sun. 
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The leper colony alittle beyond the Christians’ cemctcry... 


Under the scorching sun the asphalt has popped up in 
blisters, here and there. From the bend of the road, a grotesque 
form suddenly appeared. A deformed leper dragged himself 
along on his rump, the stumps of his hands covered by coconut 
shells, his useless legs extended forward. Sweat was strcaming 
down his swollen face and nose. He moved ahead, without 
pause. It took him a considerable period of time to cover that 
small stretch of road. Biswambar watched him, unblinking. Oh, 
that fever, that effort, that agony of life ! Even this creature 
lived, after all; could bear to live — possessed a fierce, terrible 
desire to live : No one could suffer more torture, more 
humiliation than he. And yet— 


A vision flashed before his eyes — Lakhmi laughing, Jayant 
and Biswambar on each side of her. They are tired, yet insatiate, 
completely at ease in their cave of red earth. 


Biswambar started at the sound of his own laughter. Not 
bad.... What was wrong, if Lakhmi had turned into Sujata ? 
Living with another’s woman was quite exciting. She would 
make many dreams, much gold worthwhile. She would be a 
pleasure-garden of many exciting moments, Sujata was graceful, 
pretty, a woman of fine taste. She could be won over by bribes. 
Supposing her husband was away or in another city, or possibly 
even dead. This provided ample opportunity for a little amour, 
provided you only forgot a little, erased a little from your past. 

He laughed loudly though it seemed to him as if all his 
past cried out to him. He was a widower now, he was utterly 
alone. But he wanted to live, like the leper. 

That evening he returned with a very expensive saree for 
Sujata. 

Sujata kept her scornful thoughts to herself “What a 
thick-skinned eunuch ! What a shameless abject cringing mouse 
of a flatterer ! For shame !” 
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Biswambar on the other hand experienced the intoxication 
of his first act of adultery and came to realize how that 
intoxication could overpower all other sufferings of life. What 
was love, after this ? — probably an extraordinary superfluity, a 
blind superstition. Could you not live with hatred ? Extract a 
little pleasure from playacting, if not from real life ? There is a 
peculiar agony of pleasure, even in that; can it not be made the 
source of life’s sustenance ? ... Disgust ? For whom ? For 
himself; for Sujata; for the genteel Jayant. 


Lf He He He 


A crowd had collected around the banian tree near the 
courthouse. A thin, clear voice rent the air in speech— 


“We disown this thieving, cheating, corrupt government. 
The starving populace disown it. My country, ravaged by flood, 
poverty,plague,disowns it. Mahatma Gandhi was shortsighted 
and indiscreet. He imposed independ&nce on a people who were 
not ready for it. He liberated us from the clutches of the white 
sahibs* only to be delivered into those of the dark vi.cs. These 
arc the hangmen of the race, traitors to it. To hell with the 
bureaucracy and its highhandedness.” 


From beyond the assembly came the cries— “Roasted 
nuts... peas...green cucumber....” A stir passed through the 
gathering; everyone turned to look at the vendors. From under 
the banian tree, the ranting rose in volume. “Does anyone care 
about those poor comrades, who earn their living by selling 
grcen peas and cucumbers ? Beware of these bureaucrats who 
are in the pay of the mill owners for whom heaps of money are 
being gathered under cover of darkness by the roaring trucks of 
the black-marketeers. Their hands are tainted with our blood. 
They are murderers, all of them. The wheels of their motor cars, 
their bottles of wine, the walls of their buildings, are soaked 
with blood, nothing but blood, our blood !” 
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“Right, right !” shouted the crowd. The voice of the 
vendors selling peanuts and cucumber was drowned by the 
sporadic clatter of claps. 

Breaking the silence, the speaker exploded again. “The 
number of drunkards and gamblers increases day by day. Look 
for them by night and you will see them driving by with 
intoxication in their eyes, clasping to their chests the wives of 
other men, to be initiated into the ‘sahibi’ traditions of their 
forefathers. They cannot feel they are ‘modern’ without being 
drunk or lecherous. Bribe-taking has become the current 
principle, and the art of lying has become a sign of intelligence. 
They aim to maintain, somehow, a perverted way of life like 
the illegitimate children of foreign despots.” Clearing his throat, 
he added an edge of urgency to his voice- “Something that 
happened today will make you tremble with fury.” 


The fuse was ignited, the ascent of the rocket immincnt : 
everyone waited with bated breath for the explosion. 


The speaker continued in the same vein~- “They're 
removing all honest officers by hook or crook, so that they can 
have their own way in everything. A saintly person like Jairam 
Babu has been forced to resign only fifteen days back after 
twentytwo years of service. They concocted charges against him 
to remove him.” 

“Who was that ?” “What happened ?” “Who is Jairam 
Babu ?” “Where is he ?” 

It was the tumult of wild breakers of a turbulent sea. A 
middle aged and bespectacled man spoke up from behind the 
speaker- “Enough ! Get it over with ! The procession will start 
now, get the men ready.” “Yes, sir,” said the speaker and began 
to brief them at once about the slogans. 

“Corrupt government, go back”. “Down with the blind 
government,” etc.... 
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The procession moved forward. The middle-aged, 
bespectacled gentleman participated with tremendous zeal, his 
eyes behind their spectacles gleamed with visionary fervour. 
“Jairam Babu, come with me to my office. You have nothing to 
fear. You ought to remain calm in this crisis. We have to rise in 
protest when the necessity arises. Please act as the preceptor of 
this movement. May your vast experience and knowledge give 
direction to this new Independent Party.” 


The whole sky seemed to fill Jairam’s eyes; it is not easy 
to respond when you are lost in a vast emptiness. 


Blowing its hom, a Flat drew up outside the courthouse. 


A pair of narrow, grey terylene trousers, a matching bush- 
shirt, a pair of Ambassador Deck shoes and a Rolex Oyster watch 
on the right wrist... Jayant Parida ran up the stairs with the 
smooth motion of a ball deftly placed by an invisible player, 
and disappeared inside. 


Inside the office.... 


No one has a mind to work. The senior superintendent 
has resigned after twentytwo years. Men are sitting in groups 
and whispering amongst themselves. 


Suddenly all the clerks ran to their respective seats and 
crouched down behind the stacks of files, only their heads 
visible, like those of foxes sticking out of their burrows. The 
walls seemed to hiss with voices~— “the sahib has arrived” said 
one, in ecstasy. Another muttered between its teeth— “The 
ungrateful, cunning, treacherous fox !”’ And another voice~ “He 
comes of a high family; his forefathers were all 1.C.S*. officers; 
he himself has always secured the first position in all his 
examinations. Only the Chief Secretary can, to some extent, 
understand the drafts he writes, the others are baffled”. And 
another~ “ The beggar, sala* ! Once upon a time his mother 
used to thrash rice in Digambar Mangaraj’s house— now the 
beggar is getting his own back !” 
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A bell screamed long and loud from the Saheb’s office, 
indicating that they were all to gather there. 


Half of them leapt up from whatever they were attending 
to and ran.... Someone still in the act of stuffing a paan* into 
his mouth : someone running with a pen in his hand, returning 
to put it back on the desk... The other half watched the flurried 
exodus, then rose reluctantly; files were arranged in order, paan 
taken out of paan-boxes and methodically chewed. Keys, pens 
and paan-boxes carefully arranged in their proper places on 
tables neatly tidied up and put in order. Satisfied, they went to 
meet the officer. Arrangements had already been made for a 
small meeting. They sat down, each choosing according to his 
tastes, the front rows or the back ones. 


You have to nod very frequently in affirmation if you sit 
in the front row, and the nods need to be visible to the Saheb; 
your smiles must coincide with his. The back rows offer the 
advantage of avoiding these. 


Glancing over the gathering, Jayant Parida, O.A.S. spoke- 
‘“You can guess as to why I have summoned you here. Not that 
it was necessary from the point of view of discipline or rules. 
No one forced us to call this meeting. But we all serve the same 
government, regardless of differences in cadre. Jairam Babu 
has tendered his resignation. As per the rules, he will be relieved 
only after a month; but according to convention, he is no longer 
in service from today. The charges against him are already known 
to you. That he has misbehaved with Kadambini, and has 
accepted bribes from Kapila and Co.- Both the charges have 
been proved. You cannot imagine to what extent this has shocked 
and grieved me. Who would suspect such things of Jairam Babu, 
so clean and honest ? I only wonder what could have caused 
such degeneration in him; it is really difficult to fathom a 
person’s mind. Whatever had to happen, has happened. The fact 
that he will be reduced to penury is painful to bear, on my part, 
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at least. If you all agree, let us each contribute towards a fund to 
help him in his adversity. Let me begin by contributing rupees 
fifty.” Claps that burst out in the front row echoed off the back 
wall. Cries of surprise, gratification, cries of “we’re saved” 
mingled in a stir of confused noise. 


The saheb spoke again— “For some reason Jairam Babu 
was not pleased with me. Many of you may have guessed as 
such from his disrespectful behaviour and talk with me. But I 
never minded these things; rather I used to respect him, since 
he was much older than me. However the situation was such 
that he was, in a way, forced to resign. It was more than enough 
to have permitted him to resign with some measure of dignity.” 


“Sure, sure !” yelled quite a number of heads which were 
nodding frequently in agreement. 


“But I cannot rest content with this. Someone was saying 
Jairam Babu is going mad.” 

Slapping the table, the saheb said~ “I shall never allow 
him to become a mad man. I promise to make all arrangements 
to get him treated at Ranchi*, and shall bear all expenses.” 


Two pairs of eyes at the back suddenly became still and 
levcl : and yet the room was resonant with clapping. Eulogies 
were heard in plenty; the meeting was dissolved and all 
dispersed. 


“Who said a man so considerate, and with such desire to 
get justice done, could have framed the charges !” 


Another person said rather abruptly : “To hell with all 
that ! Biswambar Babu has become the superintendent. The 
order has been typed already and will be issued today. 
Biswambar does not have seniority either in age or in tenure of 
service.” 


“Oh come off it— he may not be senior but what about 
the C.C.R.* ? The Saheb can get anything done in a moment, 
if he wants.” 
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Buzzing amongst themselves, everyone returned to their 
respective files. The truth of the matter was difficult to ascertain. 
It was like a cobweb, the more you tried to part it into clear, 
distinct strands, the more it clung and thickened into a confused 
tangle, getting more and more impenetrable as time passed. 

In the office, Jairam Babu’s chair lay empty, its arms 
outflung, its top pointing upward. It seemed to still retain the 
old proud, erect dignity; but there was about it an air of sad 
emptiness, like a deep sigh. 

The hands of the wall clock have moved. It’s time for the 
Saheb’s lunch. Jayant Parida rang the bell; Appayya appeared 
and stood there waiting in silence. 

Legs stretched out under the table, head resting 
comfortable against the back of the chair, Jayant waited for his 
smoke ring to touch the ceiling. 

Still looking upward, Jayant said in Hindi—- “Apayya, I 
am going for lunch now.” 

There was no response. Appayya would never speak 
Hindi ! “Hey Appayya, do you understand ? I am going for 
lunch- you aren’t able to understand Hindi, when are you going 
to learn it ?” 

Appayya responded in his pidgin dialect, a combination 
of Oriya and Telugu- 

“I don’t understand Hindi, sir ! I can manage Oriya to 
some extent, but I can’t speak Hindi.” 

Jayant laughed, exhaling smoke. “‘Listen, Appayya ! 
Moolchand Keshabchand will come here. Tell him to come to 
my residence this evening !” 

“Don't worry sir, III tell him.” 


Jayant ran lightly down the stairs, laughing lightly, silently, 
not needing to gauge his own invincibility. 
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That Fiat flew into the same blithe motion, speeding him 
onward to the expectant welcome from Bimalendu and Rosy. 
Suddenly, just over the bridge, the wheels locked, the frightful 
screech of the brakes would have made anyone think an accident 
had occurred. 


But the car was intact, its driver calm and composed. The 
smoke from a cigarctte slowly wisped forth. 


Two gentlemen slowly drew near the car from about fifty 
yards behind it. Sticking out his head through the widow Jayant 
said-~- “ Jairam Babu ! Lct me drop you, if you are going home- 
I am going in that direction.” 

The middle-aged gentleman looked at him through the 
thick lenses of his spectacles. Jairam Babu also gazed into Jayant 
Parida’s eyes behind the veil of smoke, as he marshaled his 
thoughts. A number of familiar faces looked on inquisitively. 

Jairam Babu’s voice was abnormally calm and composed— 
“Many thanks~— but no, I cannot come.” 

It seemed to Jayant that some of the onlookers nudged 
each other and grinned. 

Opening the door, Jayant leaned forward and said- “But 
you have to come ! You, and this gentleman also !” Jayant 
remained lcaning half-in, half-out of the car, one foot lightly 
touching the ground. 

“No !” shouted Jairam, the very sand-banks below the 
bridge seeming to ring with the sound. 

Jayant crashed back into the seat by the steering wheel 
and drove off in a single swift violent motion, muttering between 
his teeth- “Sala, son of a pig, bloody bastard !” 

The car sped away like mad; the two gentlemen advanced. 
‘Trees, houses, crossroads flashed past, familiar yet anonymous. 
Beforc hc knew it he had already left Rasul Mian’s square far 
bchind. Biswambar Mangaraj’s house seemed to whisper some 
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old familiar message. It was the work of fools to mess up simple 
things with unnecessary complexities. Why cannot the asscs 
see things which are as clear as daylight ? Bloody fools ! Sujata 
has taste, beauty too, and a wildness that can be tamed—- The 
idiots possess her without knowledge of her richness. And yct 
Biswambar Mangaraj isn’t too bad, in a way — one needs a stolid, 
respectable four-legged stool like him, of which to make use in 
climbing up. Why is the fool trying to be a he-man after all 
these years ? Sala, idiot... A broad smirk flitted across Jayant 
Parida’s face. 


“And yet, Jairam Babu ! you should sec the boy’s 
impudence. After all that has happened, he had the guts to call 
you, only to insult you ! Scoundrel, 1°11 fix him. I am saving my 
energies to rid the land of the poison of a million snakes like 
him. Does he think he’s too strong for me ? Ill disembowcl! 
him. I know him well— know him from the days he used to hang 
around my brother, the police officer. I have been cautioning 
him since then against allowing the viper into the house. Ie is 
of dubious origin~ people say that he’s the illegitimate child of 
Digambar Mangaraj. He took refuge in my elder brother’s 
house : I tried to restrict his intimacy with Sujata. My brother 
never allowed me to come near him for fear of losing his job. 
For him, I was always an outcast, a vagabond without a future. 
Therefore events progressed unhindered to their inevitable 
conclusion. That guy Biswambar served to conveniently blanket 
the scandal. Sujata is my niece : even then I must say that I 
observe no signs of reform in her even after her marriage. She 
is merely part of the general poison, the cancer that has gripped 
evcry part of society in its virulent tentacles. But I havc not told 
you of my philosophy-— Well, I disapprove of society, like every 
‘bairagi*’ who has renounced the world; but I have not lost 
hope about its future. Had it lapsed into an all-enveloping, 
stagnant darkness, I might have despaired; but man is 
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progressive; he may regress, horribly— but he can also advance. 
He has only gone astray, but for all that, he is powerful. His 
sense of values has to be reformed. He has to be redeemed from 
animality. This world has to be made free from disease : a lot of 
snakes have to be killed.” 


He went on lecturing as was his usual habit — but Jairam 
was completely absent-minded. Getting no response from him 
the speaker fell silent, staring embarrassedly at him through 
thick glasses. But Jairam seemed to have lost all personality, 
and had become a vast, empty, silent meadow in which his words 
rang hollowly. 

They stood under the afternoon’s shadow of a tamarind 
tree, looking at each other. In the eyes of the one shone a fierce, 
burning flame : he had seen many fires, many cremations. In 
the eyes of the other glowed the dull embers of many a failure; 
he had been burnt into cinders by many other fires. 


The eyes stirred into life behind their glasses. The 
gentleman said- “Come, let us not tarry here, we can discuss 
these things in my office.” Jairam was motionless— his eyes, 
thoughts, body, absolutely still — “Some other time,” he said. 
So the two parted company and went their respective ways. 


Rosy and Bimalendu received Jayant at the door. Their 
polite smiles revealed teeth of a sparkling whiteness. Both were 
attired in simple, light-coloured clothes, quite expensive and 
beautifully tailored. Their rich, radical, perfect modernity was 
difficult to absorb completely, at a single glance. Their polished 
manners seemed to give forth an almost visible gleam,; their 
smiles were starched, precisely calculated. 


“We were just talking about you when you arrived....” 
“How wonderful ! Meeting you all, I mean... I don’t like keeping 
anyone waiting a minute longcr than necessary.” 


They brushed past the curtains into the drawing room, 
their smiles gleaming like a line of three herons in flight. 
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“Wah- this sofa set is new ! The new ‘armless’ design 
from Godrej”, isn’t it ? It’s beautiful....” 

“Something to sit on... The furniture this great soul got 
as dowry from her father needs a train wagon to move it — chairs 
weighing two tons each, with legs like those of billiard tables — 
any circus elephant can comfortably sit on them and perform 
his tricks.” 

“You have a style of exaggerating things to a point of 
absurdity.” 

“I only wish I was exaggerating....” 

Jayant casually glanced at the wall decorations— three 
storks flying in line- a clay gecko stalking a cockroach similarly 
made of clay, tantalizing— why didn’t it spring on the cockroach ? 

Rosy said abruptly- “ Did you come after finishing your 
work at the office ?” 

Jayant tumed. Rosy was sitting on the sofa, glancing 
through a copy of ‘Film Fare’. There was mute enquiry in her 
eyes, a faint smile on her lips. Jayant sat down on another sofa, 
grinding out his cigarette with rather unnecessary force. 

“Finishing the work doesn’t matter a great deal. The files 
are like migrant birds, flying thousands of miles in search of 
the valley of the blue river, perching on any branch they like 
along the way.” 

“But is pushing files an end in itself ? There must be some 
purpose to it....” 

“No, that’s the only work there is and there is no end 
beyond it... files multiply along the way, in their passage along 
the blue skies, giving birth to new files. So the number of files 
increases, and with them the number of officers... So how and 
why should the work possibly end ? It’s enough to flop into a 
chair near about the tea-break, then it’s over for the day.” 

A slight smile. 
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“Whatever you may say-~ if this is what you call work, 
then it’s downright cheating.” 

“It may be so... The important thing is to show that work 
is in progress, and keep the boss satisfied... Returning at the 
stroke of three, 1°11 blow my horn a few times, and the entire 
office will be alerted. Everyone will leap to his table and start 
scratching away with his pen. The files, those migrant birds, 
will begin their rustling clamour. 1°11 drop in so that 1°11 be able 
to say that I’ve seen the work being carried on. The staff know 
that the day’s work begins with the sound of my horn and my 
entrance, and ends with my departure... But it’s impossible to 
tell, looking at this fantastic machine, that it’s all hollow inside; 
just as it’s impossible to tell looking at a beehive, that there is 
only a sated queen at the centre, and all around her a lot of 
dozing drones.” 


Jayant’s conversation is fascinating : sometimes he 
gesticulates a little, as well. 


For some reason the thing appealed to both of them. They 
broke into peals of laughter. 


Bimalendu came in and sat down tidily on the sofa, 
arranging the creases of his trousers. 


“What is it ? Something very funny, probably ? 
“Isn’t Jayant Babu your top boss around here ? He was 


Just telling me how everyone dozes in the administrative 
machine.” 


“Oh, is that so ? Dozing is our national characteristic. I 
have to do some paperwork now, apart from the field work... I 
had thought being an engineer was a very active job; but I found 
that everyone from the coolies to the supervisors, and from the 
contractors to the seths, dozes. Not that the work slows down, 
only the ratio of cement and sand goes down from 1 :6 to 1 :12. 
Wherc sixteen truckloads of sand have actually been laid down 
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for a road, the figures in the bill go up to sixty truckloads~— such 
things happen.” 

Jayant picked up a glittering little glass deer of the ccntre 
table, then put it back. 

“All right Bimal, if you don’t mind, I’d like to put 
something to you quite bluntly. Do you still believe in the old 
rules and principles ? Do you think man wishes to live like a 
fool, uttering a few confusing truths ? If your contractor stuck 
to actual figures, why is he a contractor at all ? After all, he will 
have to host a dinner for the officers’ club if the need ariscs. If 
you or your Chief Engineer Prabhakar Babu have a wedding or 
some other function, he will help out to some extent, visitors 
drop in at your house — he’ll provide a sofa like this. Oh- I’m 
not saying that this was how your sofa was acquired, no, but 1°11 
be dismayed if it wasn’t. Because does the government pay us a 
salary by which we can afford these things ? Thercfore, some 
strategy is required if we are to live comfortably, in which 
absolute terms like ‘truth’ have no place. ‘Bribes,’ ‘lics’ datc 
back to the past; but today their meaning is quitc clcar and 
honourable. A bunch of old fuddy-duddies constitute an obstaclc 
to progress... Today I have got rid of one of them.” 

Bimal, Rosy waited like the docile students in an 
economics class to hear the rest of the lecture. 

“He had thought that no one could cross him. Previously, 
officers had given him too much liberty by taking him to their 
clubs and playing tcnnis with him. He started slandering 
me. ..Humph : Idiot : He wanted that I should live by his advice, 
tell the truth, shut my mouth and work like a slave just for thc 
sake of money — never ride a car or look at a woman.” 

“Heh, heh, heh ! just hear that !” 

“Who is it, anyway ? And how did you get rid of him ?” 

“Heh, heh ! That, Bimal, is a trade secret. You’ll come to 
know in time !” 
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Rosy became a little serious, though the very correct little 
smile on her face never changed. 

“I’m sorry ! I’m boring you. You see the office never quite 
gets out of our systems, though we are out of it. Even though 
you’ll say that we’re all cheating.” 

“No, no, not at all ! On the contrary, I was thinking there 
was some sense in what you said. After all, one must have a 
certain standard, certain status amongst men. What’s the use of 
living like a poverty-stricken destitute ?” 

“Absolutely right ! And how this thing called a ‘standard’ 
has to be discovered,” said Bimal. 

Jayant spoke in the stern tones of a mentor. 


“Bimal, I can see you really are a rascal. You do have a 
knack of making the most serious things sound absurd.” 


At this moment a servant with an unshaven face and 
protuberant eyes parted the drawing room curtains. He could 
have been anywhere between seventeen to thirtyseven. 

“Well, is everything ready ?” 

“Yes, Sir!” 

“Let’s have lunch, Jayant Babu !” 

An exquisite dining table, made to seat eight, with eight 
beautifully crafted chairs. There were three places laid, two at 
one side of the table, one on the opposite side, with 
accompanying knives, forks and spoons. Napkins stuck neatly 
out of the glasses. Everything spoke of refined, modern, ‘sahibi’ 
taste — correct and flawless, ‘pukka*’. Jayant took in all this at 
a single casual glance and dragged out his chair. 

The three sat down simultaneously like well-coordinated 
puppets going through their routines, opened their napkins and 
spread them on their laps, and turned their plates right side up. 

The telephone rang. Bimalendu and Jayant looked 
questioningly at each other. 
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Bimalendu pushed back his chair and rose. “1°11 attend to 
it in a minute.” 

Jayant fiddled absently with his knife. 

“Someone may be ringing you up from the office ! My 
husband is on leave today.” 

“Possibly. Isn’t one of your brothers a pilot ?” 

“He has become a Flight Lieutenant now. He wrote about 
his wonderful experiences in the Lahore sector. The upshot of 
it was that ‘Ani’ is bent upon getting into the Air Force, too !” 

“Who’s Ani ?” 

“My younger brother....” 

“Moolchand Keshabchand Sondhi wants to talk to you,” 
said Bimalendu, entering. 

“Oh I see ! Is he still on the line ?” 

“Yes, I told him to hold on.” 

Bimal sat down and remarked, laughing, to Rosy— “A very 
interesting person, this Jayant Babu but a very fine gentleman, 
too!” 

Rosy arranged her sari over her bosom, quite without 
necessity, and said- “I’d rather say he’s original. How blunt, 
completely frank... He makes no secret of his views, don’t you 
see... You practically mauled that ‘Patwari’ contractor the other 
day for having brought a few pieces of cloth from Calcutta- 
Oh, quite the ‘sadhu*’, aren’t you ? We never touch anything 
except holy water ! You see how the times have changed, thc 
staff of the same old office openly adopt the new-fangled 
principles, that you can’t get along without a little cxtra, and 
this little extra shouldn’t even be considered a bribc ...” 

Bimalendu only continued toying with a spoon. 

Jayant came and occupied his place, laughing. 

“The man is an idiot...” But there was somc affection in 
his tone. 
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“Who- that Marwari ?” 

“Yes, he pretends idiocy, but there is no one more cunning 
than him. He phones from my office, so that everyone hears. 
Informing me that he’s brought what I’d asked him to. He was 
asking when and where to deliver it.” 

“Is it anything very secret ?’ 

“No, damn it — I don’t believe in secrecy. I had asked 
him to get something good in the way of drinks from Calcutta, 
and arrange a little pocket money : besides, I’m rather short 
just now. The phone was to let everyone know that he’s in my 
good books.” 


A tired, expressionless face with protuberant eyes 
showed up once again, and a beautiful bowl full of red, 
steaming, fragrant chicken curry was placed on the table. Some 
luchis*’ and ‘pulao*’ followed. Jayant took a single ‘luchi’ 
and said to Bimal and Rosy- “Don’t make the mistake of 
underestimating this Moolchand Sondhi. He’s a very shrewd, 
very experienced old fox. I have yet to see a man, who can 
outwit him. But he can be a nice, generous chap, tov. He’ll be 
loyal to the end to a person he’s taken a fancy to, and will get 
him anything he asks for. And he can be quite inspiring, too.... 
Wah ! This curry is wonderful : and the chicken quite juicy, 
too... Wherc did you arrange it, Bimal ?” 


A modest smile.... 


Suddcnly, a question- “Achha, Bimal ! When you go on 
your tours, do you make appropriate arrangements at home, or 
not ?” 

“I don’t understand. What arrangement does one make ? 
Il know Rosy will take care of things... She might be feeling 
very lonely at times, but she has proved she can be quite 
couragcous.” 

It was cvident from their looks that they were pinching 
cach other undcr the table. 
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“I don’t object to being alone, because I’ve finished some 
fascinating novels that way. Only it’s very boring, sometimes. 
I’ve no one to talk to, the whole day.” 

“That’s right, of course... You wouldn't be so bored, 
probably, if you went somewhere now and then.” 


“But where should I go ? There’s no one I can visit. The 
quarters you saw on the way is inhabited by a lecturer who’s 
always squatting cross-legged on the floor, immured in his work. 
1 went a few times, but came back very bored... He can’t even 
look up when he talks, he’s as shy as a bride !” 


“He, ha, ha....” 
“Any other arrangements that can be made, Bimal ?” 
“What other arrangements ? I don’t see any.” 


“I’m beginning to see that I have to take care of things 
myself, and drop in from time to time to enquire about things....” 


“Bimal ! I can see you really are a child... You are an 
engineer — so, is it only us who are supposed to go on tours, and 
not you people ? All right, you are on station duty one day, but 
you may have to go on field duty the next, as pcr fresh orders.” 


“Do you think he cares about that ? His Honour the 
zamindar’s temperament is like that — Oh, things will take care 
of themselves; he won’t bear any responsibility, or yield a whit, 
about his rights.” 

“Don’t you believe it, Jayant Babu ! I don’t have that sort 
of temperament at all. In fact I don’t even take thc peon along 
on my tours, but leave him here to do the shopping. This boy 
does the cooking. What more do you expect ? I didn’t know 
there were any other arrangements to be made, over and above 
all these.” 

“All right, all right, I understand, There doesn’t seem to 
be any other arrangements you can make, after all thesc things. 
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Neverthelcss, why should Rosy be bored at all, just tell me ? 
You know, Bimal, I have studied these things very carefully, 
and I know that personal attention is what is most important, in 
these cases. From now, I can render that service in person !” 

And all of them laughed with glee. 

As Jayant dricd his hands on a towel after washing, he 
asked again - ‘Achha, Bimal, is this boy from your village ? He 
seems to be quite clover !” 

Rosy and Bimal laughed in unison. 

“I don’t think there could be anyone more stupid than he 
in the wholc of God’s creation. Hc can’t understand anything, 
so we call him Idiot.” 

“I see ! Hey, Idiot, so you can’t understand anything ?” 

“Yes, sir !” 

Three ripples of laughter merged into a single current, 
and yct onc of them was a little confused, turbulent, mixing 
with thc other two, yct unable to completely unite.... 

“Thank you very much ! Well, see you, then !” Glancing 
at Rosy, “Well, I have to get on with some regular cheating !” 

Rosy smiled again and folded her hands in ‘Namaskar*?®. 

Thc car glided off; a hand cupping a cigarette and sporting 
a watch waved in farewell, like the hood of a tamed snake; 
from beneath the dark glasses gleamed a broad, pearly smile. 

Of latc, Jairam’s smoking has increased a little. Kalu 
thought as he swept the floor twice a day, the master must 
be fccling very tired. Why else should he consume such a 
lot of smokc ? 

Sccing Jairam immersed all the time in his books, Kalu 
used to think the master must be a scholar— why else would he 
havc resigned his job and be reading all the time at his age ? 

‘Thc mastcr did not eat much; he was losing his 
appctitc. Half of the rice in the tiffin-carrier always 
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remained uneaten. He was reduced to skin and bone. Why 
was he going off his food ? 

Kalu has never spoken to his master without being spoken 
to— but now he could not resist himself and asked —- “You arc 
not keeping well these days, Babu ! Why aren’t you eating 
properly any longer ? If you don’t like the food from Nana's 
hotel, we can always get it from somewhere else !”” 

Jairam drew on his cigarette and looked at Kalu. An old 
man already preparing for the world beyond, even beforc he 
had known what it was to have lived properly. He had never 
had a square meal in his life, nor had anything decent to wear. 
And his life was already over !~— And not a short one. either... 
He had lived for fifty years within a corrupt, sick, vice-ridden 
society, starving all the time; and he would die expressing his 
gratitude for that very society because of whose mercy, aftcr 
all, he had received even the minimum that he had. Not bad ! 

Jairam asked- “Have you eaten ? When did you last 
have rice ?” 

Kalu gave a wan smile and said, “I have rice on Sundays 
only; the rest of the days, I have ‘roti*’ with ‘chutncy*’ and I 
wash it down with water. I had this yesterday— but Chema’s 
heifer gobbled up two ‘rotis’ through the door. I would have 
chased it away but hadn’t the heart to do so after secing the 
pitiable condition of the animal. It looked so sick, with great 
patches all over its body. It might die any moment ! I was filled 
with remorse, and fed it with the ‘rotis’ it had snatched. I felt a 
little relieved — oh, the poor dumb creature !” 

“Idiot !” 

“Babu ?” 

“‘Go and get two good non-veg meals today !” 

“Two ?” 

Jairam only nodded behind his smoke. Kalu thought, today 
some glutton is due again to eat Babu out of house and home. 
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Kalu thought, Babu doesn’t have any thought any longer for 
money or comfort. How long could he afford all these expenses, 
aftcr resigning his job ? Any Tom Dick and Harry comes along, 
on the pretext of friendship, and eats to his heart’s content, and 
Babu isn’t quite aware of what is actually going on. 


From the verandah, someone spoke. “Is Jairam Babu 
there ?” and a middle-aged gentleman came in without waiting 
for an answer. The thick lines of his spectacles and the thick 
folds of his dhoti* lent him an air of authority, a certain 
personality. He leant his bag against the wall, and set down on 
the chair that was free. Jairam dusted the ash off his cigarette, 
looking at Bidyadhar Babu and leant back lightly in the armchair. 


1» 


“You were reading, I suppose 
Jairam Babu did not reply, but remained gazing into space. 


The gentleman crossed his legs and began to speak, as if 
he was reading out a chapter from a long essay. ‘‘Whatever you 
may say, Jairam Babu, unless something is done immediately 
about the condition our country finds itself in, our race will 
come to ruin. It is sheer foolishness not to acknowledge the 
glaring truth that stares us in the face. It is my belief that 
economic disparity is responsible for the disparity in the standard 
of living; even though this edifice of power is built on the 
foundations of wealth, and is also its very roof and crown....” 


Jairam smiled a little. The gentleman had told him exactly 
the same thing in the same manner, only the other day. “And 
SO...” persuaded Jairam Babu. 

“So there are a number of unscrupulous crooks without 
moral compunction, a pack of treacherous, ravening wolves. 
They loot the country in broad daylight, and yet no one is able 
to protest, in speech or in act. We have gone and begged for 
alms, lute in hand, from all the nations of the world. And this 
gang of devils have made merry with whatever alms we have 
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got, fattening like leeches on the blood of an entire nation. 
Floods ravaged the nation; we went without clothing so that 
others might have it — it was consumed by termites, so they 
said; but in fact it was auctioned off by night. We sacrificed 
our rice so that others might have it; it was hoarded in the 
seths’* granaries. We gave money, and in return got only some 
anonymous fingerprints. The hungry, the naked died as they 
would have, anyway. The vampires fattened, and built their 
mansions. 1°11 hang them, yes 1°11 hang them all, one by one 
on the gallows. I’11 shoot them dead, these parasites on the 
society in which I live.” 


Bidyadhar Babu’s voice steadily rose to a scream with 
the last two sentences. His face was flushed, his breath coming 
in great heaving gasps like a wood-cutter who has frantically 
chopped away at his logs without pause. He composed himself, 
and leant back against the wall. In a voice calm and undisturbed, 
Jairam Babu enquired : “And then....” 


“And then ? Well, what else ? When they have been 
eliminated, society will be cleansed, life will return to normal. 
There will no longer be any hypocrisy; falsehood and immorality 
will disappear. We will live like men. No one will die of 
starvation. There will no longer be any want. Truth will reign....” 


Suddenly, Jairam burst into a paroxysm of laughter and 
even though he could sense that this unnerved and embarrassed 
Bidyadhar Babu, he went on laughing. 

“You are always so suspicious ! You laugh because you 
cannot believe in all this— Really, Jairam Babu sometimes you 
behave like an immature adolescent.” 

Jairam suddenly became grave. “Look. Bidyadhar Babu! 
You really have no grounds for such a grave suspicion. I know 
quite well that 1 am no teenager. I had only one reason for 
laughing. When you began your speech, I immediately realized 
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the turn it would take. Your words fell neatly into place one 
after the other, herded into a neat pattern like a flock of sheep. I 
only waited to see how long the tunnel was, where it would 
finally end. I saw it was an extremely short one and the light at 
the other end was soon visible, abruptly revealing the ‘truth? ! I 
was not at all ready for it, and that was why I laughed.” 

At this, Bidyadhar himself laughed twice. Jairam remained 
grave, as before. 

“I thought, alas ! poor ‘truth’ ! Man has deluded himself 
for centuries, trying to seek you out, and you’ ve been hiding all 
the time in Bidyadhar Ray’s bag, like a tame puppy, barking 
when you’re called by name ? Not that it seemed to me to be 
different from any other puppy. Though of course it has no 
objection to being called ‘truth’.” 

“It would be better if you made your opinions known, 
instead of just being sarcastic like this.” 

“You want my opinion ? Listen. The long formula that 
you have prepared has only a few reactions that are genuine. 
You come to believe, basing on a few incidents in your personal 
life, that the values of the entire world have changed. Perhaps 
this is not a belief peculiar to you, or our age; it is an everyday 
occurrence in history. For the people who are materialistic, it 
seems that everything has become very dear, it is no longer 
possible to get along comfortably. To those who believe in 
principles, it appears — humanity has fallen, so there won’t be 
even standing room in hell. The world will always appear 
different to different people.” 

“Are you trying to say that everything in this world is 
‘Maya*’ ?” 

“Pm pleased to known that were you in my position, you’d 
have tried to say the same. But no, that is not what I am trying 
to say. I am merely trying to demonstrate that possibly your 
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pessimism is not universally shared. There arc certainly many 
people who are unaware that such a change has occurred or, 
even if they are aware, are not worried about it at all. Your wrath 
is focused on them; because in your opinion they are godlcss 
antisocials who are out to suck your blood.” 


“But are you not of the same opinion ?” 


“Not exactly, I would not call him an antisocial who can 
accept the current standards of life and live happily with them. 
The persons whom you call liars, thieves and crooked gamblers, 
automatically come under this category. But the reasons arc not 
the same in both cases.” 

“But I perceive that the only reason they arc contented is 
because they can afford clothes and food with ease. If they were 
crying out in the pangs of hunger for a handful of ricc, would 
contentment come so easily to them ? Those who can afford 
rice and ghee and fish with the money got from bribes and 
gambling, will naturally say that ‘Ramarajya*’ is now prevalent. 
They will naturally sing the praises of thc system.” 


“The fellow who labours all day and only has a little 
‘congee*’ at dusk for his supper is nevertheless contented cven 
if he may not be really secure. It is persons like you who prod 
him into discontentment. As if your group reel under the burden 
of an entire nation’s discontent ! Your discontent is not because 
the ranks of the hungry increasc day by day, but bcecausc pcoplc 
much inferior to you can, nevertheless, managc to live in 
happiness and contentment. Therefore, there is a certain jealousy, 
irritation, inferiority behind your discontent. Seventy pcr cent 
amongst you will participate in that samc corruption, given thc 
chance, and forget all discontcnt.” 

“You have remained always in that conscrvativc group, 
Jairam Babu ! You lack thc courage to adopt revolutionary 
ideas. If you fail to learn from adversity, then what is the usc 
of our trying ?” 
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“I am not a conservative, only a little rational. It is not my 
propcnsity to bc carried away unthinkingly by whatever current 
may come by. Thercforc I generally resist the current, testing its 
force and dircction. If that looks like conservatism, I have 
nothing to say to that. Of coursc it’s not my habit to oppose 
anything deliberately, 1 am compclled to spcak only because 
you are interested in my opinion.” 


“Please continue ! Your point of vicw is very interesting. 
So, in your opinion we are all discontented only because we 
have not received adequate opportunity, and under the surface, 
arc still interested in bribery and corruption.” 


“Bas !”* ! Neither do you oppose any particular 
philosophy or method : rather, your anger and discontent are 
centred around a fcw individuals. You are attacking not so much 
thc system itsclf as the individuals who bencfit by it; you are 
only creating a propaganda that thc system is the target of your 
attack. Of coursc, when 1 say ‘you’ I do not mean specifically 
Bidyadhar Ray.” 

“Oh I sec ! I don’t mean to say that what you say is untrue. 
But the system cannot bc identified and destroyed; we can only 
dcstroy those who arc crowned by 1i. It is my belief that the 
system and thosc who exploit it, are one. Thereforc, they should 
be bludgeoned to dcath like the diseased dogs they are, for the 
good of the socicty. 


“Supposc your reasoning is correct. But it’s always 
difficult to say which came first, the chicken or the egg. 
Originally, falschood prevailed : these people adopted it because 
it suited them; or was it that a pack like these were the first to 
spread falsehood and lies ? In my opinion falsehood is a 
pcrmancnt feature of human character. It lurks among all of us. 
We arc ‘truthful’ only when we can conceal it under many layers 
of plastcr. If we cannot conceal it and its hairy paw or stinking 
tceth arc somewherc in evidence, we yell, ‘kill it, kill it !” what 


82 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


I mean to say is, who kills whom ? If this characteristic, to a 
greater or lesser degree, is present amongst all of us, will we bc 
able to judge each other ? Who has given us that right ?”’ 

“We have grown old listening to these arguments. The 
arguments of the conservatives through the ages havc enervated 
others, and extinguished the vital spark that illumines us. Their 
weapons are the artillery of many different fields of knowledge. 
Demonstrating that everyone is false or a liar gives them the 
freedom to do as they likc. Nor can anyone really oppose them. 
And then, the chariot of luxury is set in motion. No, they must 
be slaughtered, first of all, before further progress or 
deliberations can be made. It is we who will judge them, yes, 
certainly judge them. Falschood may have lurked within us. 
But we are starving - and it is by virtue of this right that we 
shall judge them and sentence them to death.” 


“Why, then, do you preach that truth will prevail ? You 
will kill a few people, and loot and enjoy their property. Arc 
those whom you condemn, committing a greater sin than this ? 
Do you see, Bidyadhar Babu ! your arguments arc so absurd. 
You may, for some time, murder a few others and luxuriate in 
the property you have stolen from them. A long cherished 
ambition of yours will then be fulfilled. But you go on 
proclaiming that equality will be established, that the kingdom 
of heaven shall descend unto earth ! Man is a strange creature : 
mired in murk, and yet leaping desperately at the namc of truth. 
Bait your hook with the mention of ‘truth’, and people will 
promptly swallow it.” 

“A fig for truth ! What is truth ? It is just becausc you 
people have trained us likc parrots, that the word springs so 
easily to our lips... otherwise the word holds no mcaning for 
us. All we want is a bite to eat, twice a day, a shred of clothing 
to wear and a roof over our heads. If we can have this, wc shall 
not interfere with your ‘truth’. You may luxuriatc in it in 
whatever manner you likc.” 
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“Bas ! Bas ! I was only waiting to hear this from your 
own lips.” 

Jairam’s smile was carelcss, relieved, as if he had battled 
to rescue a fricnd, and had succeeded. 

“I can scc, there is no use in relying on you. You have 
only the gift of the gab; you present a fascinating array of 
arguments culled from a range of books; and I don’t think you 
will ever take any risk when it comes to action.” 

“You nced not expect me to leap about like Hanuman*, 
holding your flag aloft.” 

Bidyadhar Ray softened his tone, “No, Jairam Babu, how 
can I expect that from an intellectual like you ? Can any Tom, 
Dick or Harry like us ever attain a stature like yours ? OK, now, 
what about that article 1 had asked you to write ? Is that ready 
yct ? It’s duc any time now, you know. Thc editor had written 
again yesterday. From the introduction I had given him about 
you it’s only natural that he should eagerly await it.” 


Jairam lit a cigarette. 


His face had lost its animation. This was his usual mood. 
Sparks of his fiery youth appeared for a brief moment and died 
out under stress. His face assumed its somberness again. 


Bidyadhar Ray had seen him many times after that meeting 
and thc procession. Whenever he chose to be withdrawn like 
this he bccamc the very picture of dejcction, so carewomn, so 
pathetic. Bidyadhar Ray had not the heart to speak to him; but 
insidc him there would stir the flames of anger. A gang of crooks 
continuc to bring misfortune on such a simple, honest and 
upright pcrson by framing him and cooking up a pack of lies 
that this man takes bribes and commits immoral acts even at 
his age ! Don’t I know what sort of a person he is ? 1 must 
expose Jayant Parida; I must disembowel him; let people know 
the insidc story ! 
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Seeing Jairam Babu puffing silently on his cigarette, 
Bidyadhar Ray made to rise. “Oh well ! It would be better to do 
something to help the fellow instead of expecting help from 
him. But the stuff the fellow has in him... why, if he only opened 
his mouth just once to speak, the city would be in flames that 
very instant. ...” “Please be seated ! Where will you go so early 
in the morning !” 

A mechanical statement, quite without meaning or 
intention. 


Bidyadhar Ray rose as if he had not heard. Jairam did not 
protest but only said~ “‘It is possible to fight a single man, but 
not an entire race. A man can change; but it is not easy to change 
the direction of an entire nation. You constitute only ten per 
cent of the number; what is the sense in struggling with those 
who constitute ninety per cent of it ? The tidal wave will 
obviously swallow the small ripple.” 


Bidyadhar Ray put on his Gandhi slippers as if he had not 
even heard this. “It doesn’t matter much whether it makes sense 
or not. First of all we have to make them understand that we are 
not tender blades of grass to be trampled under, but men, like 
themselves. Our sting can also hurt. And we are never only ten 
among hundreds even though we may seem weak and unworthy. 
We have to bust this crooked gang of the bureaucracy and hunt 
them down, one by one.” 

Jairam may have smiled a little. 

Kalu came in carrying the tiffin carrier. “Oh ! so the master 
had ordered two meals so that this old man who took out 
processions might eat !” though Kalu. 


Kalu had been seeing Bidyadhar Babu for many years, 
marching amongst processions and flags. Rickshaws would get 
held up in the jam. Kalu would study him and his followers 
shouting slogans at the top of their voices. Half of them were 
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hardly abic to get their cue and repeat the slogans; and the other 
half madc fun of them. They were all very young. Kalu had 
always seen this as a trick played upon the gullible just to dupe 
them. Not being able to understand, he had pressed hard on the 
pedals and moved ahead. 

Kalu reached the inner verandah, and Bidyadhar Ray the 
outer verandah, at about the same instant. Kalu said— ‘Nana 
wanted to talk to you,- something about money.” It was 
expected. It was a very old problem which would probably never 
find a solution in this life because he never in his life had enough 
moncy. 

Suddenly Bidyadhar Ray returned. “I forgot to tell you 
something. The editor had written that as per the magazine rules 
they offer a honorarium of fifty rupees for philosophical essays. 
published in the magazine. It’s not a purchase price of the article. 
I have promised them a contribution from you : you only have 
to take up the pen. You only have to write what you talk about 
all the time.” 

“Will it be all right to submit it tomorrow ?” 

Bidyadhar Babu’s voice rose several notches in his 
surprise. “What do you mean ? Of course, it’1I do, it’11 do most 
excellently, you might even give it to me day after tomorrow : 
I’ 11 take care of the rest. A thousand thanks ! Well, see you then, 
Jairam Babu ! You might come over to our place this evening.” 

“Sorry, I cannot.” — the tone was almost blunt. 

Bidyadhar Babu left without speaking a word. 

With his hand on the door Kalu said, “I have brought two 
meals; and this gentlemanis leaving ! Is he going to come back ?’ 

“Why should he come back ?” shouted Jairam Babu, 
“Arcen’t you an idiot, not to be able to grasp anything ? Do I 
have to tell you that all this is for you alone ? Doesn’t your 


hunger tell you anything ? You miserable wretch ! you 
numskull t” 
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Throwing away the cigarette, “Why should you not eat ? 
Aren’t you much stronger than ! am ? Don’t you drive me along 
in the rickshaw for miles ? And you have only one meal of rice 
in a week ! Why don’t you overpower me and snatch away my 
food ?” 

Kalu was scared. His face lost its colour. He was not able 
to speak for sometime. He said, ‘‘How could you say a thing 
like that ! Can I ever snatch any your food ? How unfortunate ! 
I had to hear such a thing as this from you ! No, I am not going 
to eat.” 

Kalu’s last words were quite blunt. He could be very strong 
in his convictions. 

Jairam Babu smiled. “Bidyadhar Ray is absolutely wrong. 
He has not seen this side of the picture. A lot of his followers do 
not see things clearly. He hears nothing but slogans; sees nothing 
but flags.’ 

His voice, in the meanwhile, had regained its poise; he 
was his usual self again. 

“Today you are going to have your lunch here. One of the 
meals is yours, the other is mine; we will eat together.” 

Kalu couldn’t refuse. The flavour of the mutton curry was 
fantastic. He was not aware that he was hungry ! But he was 
feeling miserable. What made his master talk such nonsense ? 
Had he gone mad ? 

Jairam began to write the article a little later. 


hf hf af af 


Rabi washed his hand in a hurry ! Wiped his face with the 
wet hand, and started off. On his left shoulder hung his school 
bag. He had his examination. As is customary, Banchha had 
placed a pitcher on the left side of the door, filling if with water. 
Into the pitcher he had stuck a few mango twigs, and above that 
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placed a cocoanut; because a ‘Purna Kumbha*’ would bring 
good luck. 

Although her school started one hour later, Chhabi too, 
out of envy, hurriedly gobbled up her lunch of rice, curd and 
some half boiled vegetables. Rabi had his examination; but 
she did not have any. So what ? They would go together, as 
they did every day, up to the cinema square. From there Chhabi 
would part company and move towards the big gate on the 
tall walls of her school. Every time they parted there, she would 
have her last look of Rabi. As she was walking on the left side 
of the road, she could get the rear view of Rabi’s protruding 
head. Rabi was wearing a pair of black shorts that fitted him 
well. Below the shorts showed a pair of well formed calves. 
Rabi was four years younger than herself; — the sweetest boy 
in the world ! 

Rabi came out on the road first. Banchha followed him 
up to the door. 

“Rabi, wait for me, I’m coming”- Chhabi said while 
descending the steps. “Don’t don’t, why do you call him from 
behind ?” Banchha reprimanded her. “Never call anyone from 
behind when he is out on some work. Never mind Rabi babu, 
go ahead ! She will join you soon !” Chhabi was ashamed of 
her own foolishness. She ran up and joined her brother in an 
instant. Both happily went ahead. 


“When will your examination be over today ?” “ There 
won’t be any break for games. I am not going home for lunch 
today ! And I shall return at four o’clock after the examination 
is over.” 

“Our new teacher will engage our class today. Do you 
know how fair she is ? She is even fairer than the women of 
Europe ! And she sings so beautifully ! She is always dressed in 
silk — silk blouse, silk saya*, everything is silk !” 
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“I know, like the ones our mother has !” 

“Even better than those.” 

“Eessh like a queen’s ?’ 

“Yes LB 

“Tell me, is she better than the little finger of 
Mahalaxmi* ?” 

“No, no— not so much !” 

In competitions like these their imagination freely 
stretched itself to the maximum possible extent, exhausting all 
possible comparisons. The little finger of Mahalaxmi, or the 
knot on Mahaprabhu’s* sacred thread” were the ultimate points 
of their imagination. And after that they would stand in 
bafflement before a tall wall as it were, not knowing how to 
scale it. There ended all comparisons : and finally they would 
fall silent. 

“Today we have mutton chops as tiffin in our school. Why 
don’t they give you anything like this at your school ?” 

“That’s because only small kids study at your school. They 
don’t give anything in schools where big kids study.” 

“That means you go hungry during school hours ? Why 
don’t you ask Bou for money ?” 

“Im terribly afraid of Bou*. She gets mad at everything I 
say. I won’t ever ask her for money again.” Chhabi’s voice was 
choked with resentment. 

“I’m scared of Bou, too. Bou has been behaving like that 
ever since father smashed that photograph we used to decoratc 
with flowers and ‘chandan’.” 

“You know Susama, the girl who is two gradcs scnior to 
me — her mother told her our mother is a very bad woman and 
forbade her to mix with me.” 

“Ha-~- as if her mother was very nice ! She’s very ugly. I 
have seen her. Her fingers are all crooked, shc wcars dirty 
clothes— our mother isn’t like that. She’s beautiful.” 
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Rabi swelled with indignation, like a little cobra. Chhabi 
went on with her injured complaint : ““...And she asked me, 
how is Jayant Babu related to you ? I told her, he’s my uncle, 
and at this she laughed and wouldn’t listen to me any more.” 


“Of course, Jayant Babu is our uncle— what’s that to her ? 
Wait, her brother studies in our school- I’m going to ask him 
about this. Any wisecracks from him, and 1°11 beat him black 
and blue.” 


To this display of aggressiveness, as if Rabi were a mentor 
in his own right, Chhabi replied with sage and sober advice-— 
“Why should you quarrel with her brother ? What they say about 
our mother doesn’t change her from what she actually is. Jayant 
Mausa got such beautiful dresses for us— how nice he is !” 


Some of the rancour went out of the conversation. The 
dresses werc indeed so nice ! 


“We had gone to Jayant Mausa’s house the other day. 
You’d fallen asleep, otherwise you could have gone, too. We 
had a fcast at his house... mutton, sweets and so many other 
things ! Bou and Mausa sat on either side of me and fed me, 
pctting me all the time.” 


Chhabi’s voice faltered and her words slowed, under the 
wcight of shame and mortification. 


Rabi was not really paying any attention. 


“Bou said, “Go and wash your hands... lie down on the 
sofa. I’11 be back in a minute.” I said— “Won’t we be going to 
the picture, Bou ?” Bou said, “You foolish girl— we came here 
because there isn’t going to be any cinema today. Oh- you'll be 
ashamed to say that you didn’t sec the cinema, isn’t it ?— After 
getting all drcssed up and pretty ! — won’t everyone laugh ?- 
Jayant Mausa slappcd the table and laughed so hard ! He never 
laughs likc that, normally. 


I went into the drawing room. Bou called from behind “If 
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anyone asks you, tell them we’d been to the cinema. We’ll return 
just by the time the second show is over ! No one will be able to 
tease you then... go on, lie down on the sofa.” 

“And then...” Rabi was very attentive, now. 

“I wandered around looking over Mausa’s house, it’s so 
beautiful... There were a few picture books on the table, I 
glanced through them. I was sleepy. I went in to call Bou...” 


Chhabi stopped abruptly under the shadow of a tree. Rabi 
stared at her; Chhabi’s eyes were opened wide. 


“I saw Mousa and Bou near the sink. Mousa had his arms 
around Bou and was petting her. Bou was also holding Mousa 
tightly. I thought the two were fighting for some reason, and 
Bou was losing. I shouted... both of them started. Mausa went 
into the bedroom without saying anything. Bou glared at me 
and said, “I was dizzy, girl— Mausa caught me otherwise I’d 
have fallen.” 

It seemed to me Bou was telling a lot of lies. Mausa came 
in, smoking a cigarette, and touched my chin with his fingers. I 
threw off his hand. “Hey, Chhabi is such a clever girl— why’s 
she behaving like this ? Come on, I want to show you something 
wonderful.” 


Jayant Mausa can be very endearing. I went into the 
drawing room. He gave me a thick, fat book, full of pictures, 
lots of pictures... Rhinos, buffaloes, bisons. Pictures on every 
page. I sat there looking at the pictures. Even such a thick book 
drew to a close. Bou came up from behind and leant over me 
and said, “Won’t you ever be finished with those pictures ? We 
have to go home, now. Come on, let’s go.” I remcmbered 
everything and said, “Yes, let’s go.” Mausa laughed and pinched 
my cheeks. He drove us in his car up to the squarc, we got 
down and walked home the rest of the way. 

“Bou beat me becausc I told Bapa wce’d not gone to thc 
cinema. Why is Bou making mc tell lies ? Bou must bc a bad 
person.” 
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Rabi had been listening all along, with rapt attention. 
Forming some conclusion, he said, “Why should our Bou be 
bad ? Our Bou is great. It’s Jayant Mausa who is bad- if he 
comes to our house again 1°11 tell Bapa to drive him away.” 

“You won’t get any more dresses like the one you got....” 

“I don’t care !” 

Rabi went ahead. A little further along, there was the 
crossroads from where Chhabi would go to her school, closed 
in on all sides by high walls, and Rabi would go still further 
ahead. 

Both are nice children. Both are good students. And both 
of them might remember the conversation with a start. Susama 
might come along and tease Chhabi with her questions again, 
make faccs at her from a safe distance so long as Rabi was 
there. 

And Chhabi would return red-faced with embarrassment. 


Rabi would return with insult and anger, bloody and with 
clothes torn from fighting. 


At the office, it was time to tie up the last of the files. 
Another ten or fifteen minutes and thc day’s work would be 
over. Irom this warren of clerks there would emerge, in droves, 
heads of families, fathers of girls of marriageable age, of sons 
studying for the B.A.*, newly wed, moonstruck young husbands 
beginning life in rented houscs. The labyrinth of C.C.Rs*., 
official note-files, and dearness allowances on this side of the 
gatcs would dissolve outside them into countless responsibilities. 
Cement for the house half-constructed on a government loan; 
grandmother’s medicinc bills; the wife in a sanatorium; pocket 
moncy for Saturday’s journey to Chandipur*; an eligible 
bridcgroom to arrange for the sister-in-law; litigation against 
the land-grabbing share-croppcrs... Bowed down by many 
pressurcs, many carcs, a hollow - cheeked, hollow-eyed, 
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impoverished multitude would drift apart in a hundred different 
directions, borne by other visions, other roles, into the shoving, 
jostling crowd.... 

The time was ten minutes to five. The calling bell rang. 
Appayya appeared silently and stood waiting for the orders that 
might come cracking like bullets from behind the smoke. From 
below his small narrow shorts and thin, veined, wizened legs, 
his dark, bare feet snaked in opposite directions. Appayya’s long, 
hairy limbs were not at home in office uniform. 

“Arre Appayya ! see if the Head Babu* has left or not.” 


A line of yellow tobacco-stained teeth flashed from 
beneath Appayya’s wiry ginger moustache. It was as if he 
understood everything. The calling bell ringing at this unusual 
hour usually meant something very urgent— but this was 
different, thought Appayya. 

In two massive, silent strides, he dematerialized through 
the doorway and reappeared, and said.— 

“Yes Babu is there sir ! Do you want him to come here, 
shall I go and call him here ?” 

Jayant Parida put down his pen and laughed, emitting 
clouds of smoke. 

“Hey, Appayya, you bastard, why don’t you speak Hindi, 
if you can’t speak Odia properly ?” 

“I can’t understand Hindi, sir, but aren’t I speaking Oriya 
right now ?”° 

“You sala—~ go and call the Head Babu.” 

“The Head Babu ?” 

“Yes, tell Biswambar Mangaraj to come here.” 

Biswambar came and stood in silence amidst the smoke. 
The man does not normally look so slovenly, even without a 
shave, or so red-eyed even without his usual cup of tea. And 
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you don’t look so haggard and drawn unless you smoke too 
many ‘bidis*’....” 

Anyway the man is getting to look uglier day by day. 
Unfortunate idiot ! — why is he behaving this way. 

Jayant Parida’s smile was quite warm, friendly. 

“Well, why are you standing ? Please be seated !” 

“No, thank you, sir, I’m quite comfortable !” 

“You always had a chip on your shoulder, didn’t you ? 
Why do you think your problems can be solved merely by 
inflicting unnecessary pain upon yourself ? You have to be 
physically fit in order to face them.” 

Biswambar’s laugh was as harsh and grating as a log being 
torn apart— “Why sir, it doesn’t seem to me that I have any 
problems at all ! Besides. I have long been accustomed to stand 
before the ‘Hakim*’~-I don’t consider it to be any * unnecessary 
pain’. But what is the problem, anyway, and what is its solution ? 
Everything is possible, if you only say so.” 

“Biswambar ! You need not ridicule me like that. Have I 
ever behaved with you like an officer behaving with a 
subordinate ? Must you be so sarcastic even when you know 
how friendly I am ? I don’t think you with to acknowledge me 
as your friend.” 

“Heh, heh, heh....” again the same harsh, tearing laugh. 
“Amazing ! How can I not acknowledge you as a friend ? Won’t 
people say I’m ungrateful ? Doesn’t everyone know how close 
you are to me, how dear a friend you are ?” 

“I see. So you are not in a mood to talk. All right. I had 
thought of discussing certain matters with you. We can discuss 
them some other time.” 

“Whatever you say, sir !” 

“Hee, hee — why do you keep on saying ‘sir’ all the time ? 
We are not unknown to each other — it would be better to 
converse in our normal fashion.” 
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“I’m ready to converse as it pleases you, — you have only 
to give the order.” 


Jayant Parida burst into laughter — uncaring, yet 
triumphant, ringing like some victorious conqueror’s in the 
battlefield. 

“You know, Biswambar- you can’t be beaten. Come on, 
sit down. Please sit down. Hey Appayya, go get two cups of 
special tea from the sweet shop. Why don’t you sit down ?” 


Smiling, he put his hand on Biswambar’s shoulder and 
forced him into a chair. 


Commands are also issued in this fashion ! 


“All right, Biswambar, what’s all this 1 hear about you ? 
That you don’t return home unti! late into the night, and very 
often drunk, at that ?” 


“I don’t see that it causes you any problems in your official 
work ?” 


“Look Biswambar ! Don’t try to be clever. Everyone is 
unhappy abut your taking alcohol. You have to consider your 
familial responsibilities. I also drink. I don’t consider it to be as 
great an evil as others do. Well— for me. It’s a pleasure. But 
even then, there’s a limit to it. Apart from that there’s a great 
deal of difference between your drinking and mine... After all, 
I don’t have the responsibilities you have.” 

“Sir! ” 

“From now on you cannot inflict whatever torments you 
please on yourself and your wife and children. 1°11 not allow it.” 

The laugh that sounded then was like the roar of a lion 
through its fetters, like mountains splitting asunder, rending the 
skies with their din, like a great tree suddenly cracking in two, 
throwing the customary bustle of the ‘Hat*’ into frightened 
confusion. The laugh racked the office for a moment : to Jayant, 
it might have felt as if a torrent of lightning was loosed upon 
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him. But suddenly, like a breath choked short, there sounded 
through the silence a single word — 

“Sir! ” 

Never before, possibly, had the word sounded so scathing, 
so bitter, so venomous. Jayant stared at Biswambar— his face 
was still as stark and drawn as before — unfathomable, like some 
deep gorge, and as terrible. The man behind this mask, drooling 
and sunken-eyed like some starving rickshaw-puller can drug 
himself on even dust : the same man can roar like a hyaena, 
baring spittle-covered fangs from beneath bristling moustaches, 
small beady eyes burning with fury. Yes, a hyaena indeed, with 
those brutish fangs, eyes like splinters of glass— And yet a 
helpless rickshaw-puller, too, to whose perspiring body you 
could hitch the soft seat of a rickshaw, and use as a vehicle.... 
What’s the harm ? He would get his money as per the mileage. 

Jayant laughed involuntarily, the laugh unnatural in the 
silence, startling even himself. But his manner and gesture were 
completely calm, undisturbed, as he drew on his cigarette and 
asked — “Hey, why do you laugh like a madman for no reason at 
all ? I can see now that you have become a little abnormal, even 
though I was unable to believe it when I first heard it, you don’t 
realise yourself how queer your behaviour is.” 

But there was apprehension in his voice. 

Biswambar eyed him greedily, as if suddenly tasting 
the fire of some new wine. Through clenched teeth, he spoke 
again- “Sir !” 

Jayant was filled with alarm : his eyes sought out 
Biswambar’s hands. 

Biswambar rose suddenly to his feet; Jayant sprang up 
instantly, throwing up his left hand to protect his face, right 
hand reaching out to ward off some unknown peril. Biswambar 
eyed his posture of defence for a moment and then turned and 
strode away. 
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He had reached the door by the time Jayant looked up. 

Clawing the air, grinding his teeth, Jayant yelled-~-‘‘Stop !” 
But Biswambar moved on without stopping, like some spirit. 

Gripped by an uncontrollable rage, Jayant snatched up 
the glass paperweight from the table and flung it after the 
receding phantom. 

The glass of the door shattered into fragments. 

“Idiot ! Bastard ! Son of a pig !” The shouts rebounded 
off the walls; anger and insult flamed within Jayant. He might 
have bounded after Biswambar, but dropped back into the chair 
instead. 


Appayya put the tea down on the table and gazed around, 
bewildered, desperately wanting to know what had happened, 
but shrinking into silence when he looked at Jayant. 


“How dangerous the man is ! Finding me alone, he 
attacked me... I’m going to hand him over to the police, this 
very moment.” 


Appayya only understood dimly that something ‘arr-gent’ 
had happened, and babbled stupidly :— “Amma, naina ! Abba— 
éessh* !” 

Jayant’s hand, in due course, slid off the telephone. 


And Biswambar, calm and wholly at ease, came back into 
the room. 


He was smiling queerly. 
“I came to give you some news.” 


Jayant flushed in confusion, summoning a hasty, makeshift 
grin for the emergency. 


“You left so abruptly, I was astonished. Sit down your 
tea has arrived, too.” 


Appayya’s eyes bulged, seeming in imminent danger of 
dropping out of their sockets. “Abba naina... eessh...” Jayant’s 
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voice cracked like a whip, sending Appayya scurrying to the 
door - “Idiot ! Bastard ! Get out !” 

“You know, Biswambar, I’m thinking of handing this 
rascal ovcr to thc police.” 

The voicc was again that of a friend : but beads of 
perspiration stood out on his brow, and around his eyes. 


Biswambar was impassive, though he glanced at the 
paperwcight lying on the floor and then looked away. 


“Well, sit down Biswambar ! Have your tea....” He handed 
Biswambar a glass of steaming tea, his hands were trembling 
so much that the tea shook inside the glass. 


Biswambar stared into space and said- “Lakshmi is here, 
at ‘Tala Sahi*’ : she is five months pregnant.” 

“hec... hec... hee”. There was panic, scarcely concealed 
by the laughtcr : his hand shook as he set the glass down, the 
tea splashing on to the table. 


“What nonsense ! Ha, ha, ha... you call this news ? Ha, 
ha, ... I mean you are a peculiar fellow... Where did you dig up 
the information about Lakshmi ?” 


‘There was no change in Biswambar’s shrunken face, nor 
in his palc, glinting, glassy eyes. A very tired face... Yet Jayant’s 
laughter left him suddenly, he looked blankly, idiotically at 
Biswambar; his face darkened, his eyes drooped, the blood 
drained from cvery pore of his body into some vast, invisible 
wound. He scemed to be standing on the brink of some huge 
precipicc, his body throbbing and aching. 
| Biswambar went out of the room like some insubstantial 
phantom. To Jayant it seemed as if some very familiar voice 
was saying “I know everything; it’s no use trying to bluff 
me.” Jayant’s chest heaved : hc looked around with wide, 
frightened eyes but there was no one there. 
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He heard the clock ticking : holding his breath hc could 
hear his heart beat. 


But someone came very noiselessly into thc room, and 
after him, another. Jayant gazed in bewilderment, unablc to 
recognize him. 

Then his vision returned to normal. Hc could not 
remember behaving ever before as he had now behaved : not 
even in a crisis, not even in Mrs. Krishnamurti’s bedroom, when 
Mr. Krishnamurti came in unexpectedly... And yct... 

Jayant sat there, speechless. Bidyadhar Ray spoke from 
behind his spectacles— 

“I thought I should give you this issue of the magazine in 
person, though this gentleman was coming to dcliver it. It 
contains several articles that will be of special intcrest to you.” 

Jayant Parida did not even remember to thank him. 

Bidyadhar Ray stood there for a moment and then turned 
and walked out. There was a queer smile on his facc, too... 
Appayya peeped into the room a long time later, It was growing 
dark : he had to go home, after all... His shadow scemcd to 
disturb the room’s stillness : Jayant’s eyelids fell; hc picked up 
the phone and dialled— 

“Yes... three, six, nine. Yes, who is it— Moolchand ! You 
have to come to our house this evening, yaar*... Ycs, It’s 
urgent... Achha*, achha, yes bring him along too. Ycs that’1I be 
fine. Achha, so at ten-thirty ... Namaste*, namastc.” 

As the sound of Babu’s footsteps faded into thc darkness, 
Appayya fumbled for the glasses and greedily slurpced the cold 
tea from them. 


We We bef We 


Sujata sat before her mirror for a very long timc, hcr fingers 
immobile on the four thick strands of her braid, cycs never 
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blinking. It seemed to be merely a puppet of clay that sat on the 
stool : for her eyes were aswim with visions of another land-— 
where she had the world at her feet, surrounded by admirers, 
their eyes full of adoration and love... But suddenly something 
snapped within her, and she was startled back into 
consciousness. 

“Jayant has been absent for a month and eight days now. 
Is he so thick-skinned and shameless that he should care for 
these rustics unless they know how to treat him properly ? My 
life has been ruined in the company of this worthless, uncivilized 
creature... Don’t I know him well for what he is ? 


“But does Jayant truly care for me ? He’s a big officer 
now-~ so many people must be hanging around him, just so many 
similar low-paid clerks ready to sacrifice everything for his 
favours... But can this fellow realize that ? Isn’t he a zamindar ? 

“Today I have sent for the car : let’s see... Why shouldn’t 
I visit the officers’ club with Jayant ? This bumpkin isn’t even 
entitled to cross its threshold. So what ? Can’t I go there with 
my friend ? People may think... The hel! with people. You can’t 
live the way you like if you keep on having to take other people’s 
wishes into account.” 

Ina fit of anger, Sujata pushed back the stool and stood up. 


The shameless flatterer ! Why does he hang around me 
like this, now a saree, now a bracelet as a present ?~ Is he newly 
married, and showing how nice a husband he can be ? 
Effeminate : ... But the sarees are quite nice, really, Wonder, 
where he got them from. Jayant was very appreciative of this 
Sambalpuri saree the other day... And that other ‘twinkle*’ saree 
isn’t bad, cither. He brings all these things for me, and yet at the 
first sign of evening he’s off; nowhere to be seen in this region. 
It only remains to enquire whcther he informs his childhood 
friend Jayant of his departure. 
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Looking into the mirror, Sujata broke into a ripple of 
laughter—- “What a fool ! doesn’t he really know what’s 
going on ?” 

Suddenly it seemed as if a hand stopped her, in warning, 
very calmly but very firmly- “That’s enough ! Stop right there !” 

It was even more final, more absolute, than a command 
from the white-clad guardians of the law. Sujata was startled. 


“Does he know everything, then ? Does he behave this 
way for some secret reason ?” 


She remembered the events of the other day. Biswambar 
could be quite terrible when provoked. He might have something 
in mind... Why else would he behave the way he did ? ... Huh! 
Why was she worried, anyway ? As if Jayant couldn’t manage 
him, whatever happened ! 

She caught sight of her own body, her clothes disarranged. 
In the mirror, she shivered; her eyes became fixed and still. 


In a flash, everything became clear. A chill ran through 
her spine : she had a vague foreboding. Dry mouthed, she stood 
unblinking, listening to some cold and impersonal judgement. 
She had escaped time after time, theft after theft, within inches 
of being caught : but this time she had to hear the final judgement 
pronounced upon her. The whole town would tear her to pieces. 
It was everyone’s desire to be an adultress : but how many had 
the courage to face the insults and the namecalling ? 

However much Sujata tried to be brave, her lips dried: 
She was tired; her eyes closed. She almost fell into the armchair. 
There was a throbbing within her ears, her heart; as if she had 
woken from some terrible nightmare. 

She was in some deep gorge. Jayant was reaching out to 
her from its brink : but she could not reach him : on the brink 
stood Biswambar, his hands on his hips, bellowing with laughter. 
She was dropping into a howling storm, not a shred of clothing 
on her body with which to protect her modesty. 
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She came back to some measure of normality when 
Banchha came in and said- “Bouma- your tea !” 


Sujata had never before quenched such thirst with the tea 
she now desperately gulped. It brought life back to her frigid 
nerves— dreams would swim into flight once again, from those 
wisps of steam. . 

What is the proof that Jayant is responsible for this ? So 
what does it matter what people say ? Can Biswambar reveal 
all this openly and publicly ? He never said anything about this 
before, never even suspected anything. So her esteemed husband 
was at last suspicious, after all these years ! So that was why he 
was giving her a wide berth, and roaming about — out of 
cunning ! And he pretends to be nice to me because he thinks 
that way we’ll never suspect- and yet, every night, he 
deliberately stays away... So he’s on his guard now, he knows 
everything, has suspected everything up till now....” 

Again, Sujata felt a serpentine frigidity devour her body. 


But Sujata was not one to admit defeat so easily. Even 
this was nothing new to her — but the midwife Radharani’s 
medicine had not worked this time. She might have to consult a 
doctor : whatever happened, this must be aborted. If nothing 
else worked, she’d have to muster the courage to stand up in 
the court and say that she could not live any longer with this 
fellow : but after that... would Jayant... ? Let’s see! 

“Arre, Banchha ! I’m going out for a while. I may have 
dinner at the club. Don’t cook for me.” 

Banchha, in his habitual posture of subjection, eyed the 
lady of the Mangaraj Family with sick dismay. 

If the old man had lived to witness this, he would have 
slaughtered them all. What a highbom family, what noble blood ! 
Wouldn’t the old man have axed her to death, his daughter-in- 


law, roaming about at night with other men... Yes, and killed 
himself, too.... 
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“Well, what are you looking at me so stupidly for ? Here, 
take this cup and saucer away... Get a move on !” 


Suddenly, a spirit of guardianship filled Banchha and he 
blurted out : “Ma, why should you go out alone at night ? I 
can’t bear it any longer, it is not proper...” 

His words, like resin on glowing embers, inflamed Sujata. 
Screaming at the top of her voice, she advanced upon Banchha, 
as if to strike him. 


“You bastard-— a servant to teach me how to behave ? 
Must I conduct myself according to your ideas of what is 
good or bad ? You ungrateful wretch, rascal, idiot....IPIIl whip 
the presumption out of you. Such cheek form a servant like 
you ? You leave my house tomorrow. You’ll try to check me, 
is that it ?” 

“Bouma* ! Are you not the daughter-in-law of the 
Mangaraj family ? Do you approve of your own conduct ? So 
you would whip me. I have dandled Bishu Babu on my knees 
and brought him up from childhood... So I shall receive a 
beating at your hands - so what ? I have been tolerating all this 
quietly all these days only for the sake of the family’s honour; 
but I cannot keep silent any longer. Very well, I shall leave of 
my own tomorrow, even if you don’t drive me out : I can see 
that I am creating obstacles, by staying here.” 

“You scoundrel, what did you say ? You are creating 
obstacles ? Am I hiding from you, scared of you ? Do I care for 
you ? You insolent dog ! Not your Babu, no, not even your 
Babu’s father can save you ! 1°11 hand you over to the police --a 
single necklace planted in your tin trunk, and you'll be serving 
rigorous imprisonment for ten years... Do you know you are 
talking to the daughter of Mayadhar Ray ? Had my father been 
here he would have you hung for manslaughter !” 

Flinging the cup and saucer into the courtyard Sujata 
worked herself into a fury : Banchha stood transfixed. 
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“Get out of my house this instant. Get out, you bloody 
bastard... Concerned for the family honour ! Showing off honour 
to Mayadhar Ray’s daughter, eh, you bastard ? Why, you, your 
father, your Babu and fourteen generations of his forefathers 
were dirty, savage scum, carrion-eaters, half-naked with dirty 
stinking teeth, filthy bodies— living like swine, like cattle— what 
would they know of society, culture, fashion... My father 
dumped me here only because he had no other choice; and you 
talk of honour before me ! Honou, my foot !” 

Night was drawing on. Rabi and Chhabi ran in, 
drenched with sweat from playing in the park. But hearing 
their mother’s voice raised in anger, they tiptoed in silently, 
terrified. It was Banchha who took care of them every evening 
when they came home from play, drew water for them to 
wash in and tantalized them with accounts of the delicious 
things he’d prepared for dinner. 

Seeing Banchha so shocked and confused they did not 
know how to take it. 

Sujata spun around and stalked towards the dressing table, 
muttering under her breath- “Talking about dishonor — huh, 
nonsense !” 


Chhabi stared, almost, as if she understood everything. 
Rabi looked at Chhabi, as if to take his cue from her. As both 
turned to leave, they heard their mother’s voice, raised and 
sharp~— “Rabi !” What did she want, what would she say ? Rabi 
glanced at Chhabi then turned towards their mother. Rabi was 
always very brave, thought Chhabi and stood a little apart. 

Now that the fit of rage had passed, the facade of fierceness 
was beginning to crumble. Sujata was on the verge of tears. 
She had said all that she had, only in a burst of anger; but now 
the suppressed fear stirred once again, arching its hairy back, 
striving to emerge, shaking its mane. 
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Sujata folded Rabi to her bosom for a moment. He would 
comfort her when all else failed. 

Suddenly, she pushed him guiltily aside. Dusting the 
powder puff hurriedly over her neck, she went into the house. 
She would have to set out within two minutes : it was already 
time. Jayant Parida could not cheat her. Rabi had borne many 
tantrums : but that day something hurt him deeply. He hid his 
face in the crook of his arm and sobbed, for some reason, 
unknown even to himself : Seeing Bou like this made him 
desperately sad.... 

Sujata came and stood before him, arranging her sari. 
“Well, why are you crying, what’s the matter ? Don’t be a 
crybaby !” she said absentmindedly, concentrating on arranging 
the sari’s border in line with her toes. Then she looked up at 
Rabi. He was crying with great, heaving sobs, as if he had been 
orphaned. For a moment, Sujata was disconccrted; but it was 
an emergency, what could she do ? She would take care of him 
after she returned.... 

She would have called for Banchha as she always did, 
but checked herself just in time, and said instcad-— “Chhabi, 
will you take care of him ? See what he wants; he’s as effeminate 
a creature as his father.” 

From beyond the courtyard, she heard a sudden shout of 
laughter. Sujata flinched, taken by surprise; she shrank against 
the wall, as if retreating from some attacking cobra. 

Biswambar laughed again and then became still, and very 
grave, as he stepped into the courtyard. 

Rabi still hid his face in the crook of his arm. Biswambar 
glared at the playful child, his sweat-soaked body. Chhabi was 
suddenly afraid of her father— he looked so furious. Putting her 
hand on Rabi’s shoulder she gently led him away. 

Biswambar saw that Sujata was still standing there, 
looking at him. He laughed again, short barks of laughtcr, almost 
as if he was coughing. 
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Biswambar turned away. Sujata glanced at the clock. It 
was quarter to seven. She had to be at the club at seven-thirty ! 
She slipped one foot into the slipper. She had a feeling that 
Biswambar kncw everything; it was unwise to take him for a 
fool, possibly he was a coward, his courage failed him when it 
camc to taking action; he was a good for nothing. It didn’t make 
any diffcrencc if he knew... Sujata put on the other slipper. 
Even then... things had not quite come to a head like this before. 


Sujata crossed the courtyard with ostensible calm, but 
hcr heart was sinking. Her face was burning; or it might have 
bccn the vanishing cream. Her walk slowed down of its own 
accord. She stopped. Two little faces gazed at her from either 
side of the pillars of the verandah. In the kitchen Banchha sat 
with his head on his knee. So what, if he had been with them 
for such a long time — he had to understand that he still was a 
servant. Again her eyes fell on the two still little faces. 
Something went through her like a knife, like the shrill 
tremulous cry of a kite piercing the terrible stillness of the 
afternoon. She was shaken, she stopped instead of moving 
on, her eyes fixed on the ground. It occurred to her momentarily 
that it would not matter if she did not attend the club; but 
then, tossing her head, she moved on as before. Biswambar 
walked on before her. This had become routine now; he left at 
nightfall and returned at dawn. She had come to accept it; but 
today — for some reason she was greatly agitated. Suddenly, 
shc called from behind - “Where are you going ?” 

No onc had expected the question— not even Sujata herself. 
It was as if a stranger had suddenly forced his way into the 
housc, pushing aside all those who tried to check him. 

Biswambar stopped dead, not looking back, only listening. 
Swifily, she had to change the set, thc scene, the performers on 
stagc in her own mind; and all this she accomplished in the 
spacc of a single sigh. 
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“Where are you going ?” 

For a moment the air seemed to fill with thc lost 
fragrance of long-dead flowers; but again there was only the 
same dry burst of laughter, quite unnatural. “Oh, so arc you 
really very keen on knowing ? I don’t see that it would make 
much difference to you... Nonsense, who are you to ask me 
? I am my own master. I don’t have to explain anything to 
anyone.” All this seemed to jostle and struggle for expression 
in a single laugh. 

Biswambar moved forward. From behind him he heard— 
“Will you please listen ? ... Even further behind, Banchha 
suddenly lifted his head and stared with bulging eyes, astounded. 


Biswambar stood where he was, not looking back, then 
turned very slowly and looked at Sujata. It may have been very 
long ago that he had last seen Sujata standing like this before 
him, her eyes cast down in modesty. 


She looked up with her large lovely eyes, and then her 
gaze dropped again. She said ~ ““You can’t go anywhere today.” 
The words were infinitely soft, infinitely sweet, full of 
meaning... Biswambar’s unshaven face twisted a little, his 
bloodshot eyes and pale lips communicated nothing. His face 
was expressionless, anonymous, like some barren cremation 
ground. 


Sujata’s gestures, her body, strove to fill her words with 
meaning, but everything was discordant, all at odds with cach 
other. Biswambar laughed at this clumsy, half-concealed cffort 
at disguise; his laugh formed a barrier between them. 

Biswambar fingered his stubbly chin. His cyes scemcd to 
hold a faint question. Sujata took off her slippers. Shc smiled. - 
a lovely, winning, disarming smile. Ten years fell away. Lush 
green branches waved their arms, full of flowers... clouds filled 
the skies, peacocks danced, only for Biswambar, for Biswambar 
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alone. Sujata smiled, the same way and for the very reason she 
had smiled ten ycars ago, and the smile was still as urgent. Her 
eyes were still cast down; “Don’t go today,” she said. 

Biswambar might have hesitated in spite of everything; 
an old, blasted trcc trunk filled for a moment with the tender 
leaves of fresh, grcen young dreams.... 

But his fingcrs touched the hard stubble on his chin once 
more; the dreams melted and faded. Biswambar saw that Sujata 
was baiting him, drawing him into deep waters, her words, her 
eyes, her body, nothing but rod and hook and the trap of a fatal 
net. She wished to save herself, at his expense. 


In the soft darkness, she whispered in his ear- “If it’s a 
boy, we’ll namc him ‘Jayant’ ....” 

Biswambar exploded in a burst of incoherent anger like a 
volcano venting its fury; and then he spun around and walked 
out of the house. Sujata, the mother of Rabi, the mother of 
Chhabi... receded into the mist, into the nameless din behind 
him. Beyond the river, no voice could carry to him. 


Sujata flamed with the insult flung so insolently in her 
face. Burning tears rolled 


down her cheeks. She shook with emotion~- she, the daughter 
of Mayadhar Ray~- blazing with a fury that consumed her entire 
being. 

Sujata dragged on her slippers and rushed out onto the 
outer verandah. The neem* tree on the road was as still, as 
motionless as before. The vacant road snaked past it. Biswambar, 
and after him Sujata, passed by, taking the road to the right. 
Neither of them looked back. 


“Two small figures came out, and a larger figure behind 
them-— three uneven shadows under the ‘neem’ trec. Rabi and 
Chhabi stood like two little fledglings freed from the wrath of a 
storm : Banchha seemed to merge with the protective, outflung 
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arms of the ‘neem’. They stood in tears in the terrible darkness 
of the night,frightened and bewildered : and, sensing their fear 
Banchha said, in a broken voice- ‘Let’s go away to Grandfather’s 
place tomorrow !” 


He He He He 


Jairam’s resignation still remained a mystery. Many 
believed that circumstances compelled him to resign. Perhaps 
he had never cared for his job. People who are blunt and 
outspoken on matters of principle, always run the risk of losing 
their jobs. Possibly his daughter was his only liability : after 
her marriage he didn’t want to remain in service any longer 
like a slave. Perhaps he would have resigned anyway, in due 
curse. But the matter took on a different colour because of the 
distortions, the lies. But how could he suffer these false, 
malicious allegations in silence, he who had never tolerated 
any sort of injustice ! Certain groups began to whisper in 
public; There’s no smoke without fire, there must be some 
truth in the allegations— The hypocrite couldn’t remain in 
disguise much longer... he resigned to escape the scandal of 
discovery... he comes of a good family : his father carried 
himself like a millionaire, even though he hadn’t an inch of 
land to his name : he was learned, too. And the son had the 
same aloofness...didn’t care a fig for anyone. It’s always such 
people who have their noses ground in the dirt. Holier-than- 
thou, more righteous than anyone else can possibly be...Huh 
! resigning like a thief ! 

However, everyone in Jayant Parida’s office knew this to 
be untrue. But they were astonished, all the same, that Jairam 
allowed these allegations to go unchallenged. How could a 
person who had seized the government by the throat, in the 
case of a mere peon’s pension, be so passive in a matter in which 
he himself was involved ? Why did he not protest outright ? 
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This was what puzzled Bidyadhar Ray as he walked 
towards Jairam Babu’s house. Was Jairam Babu really a coward : 
or, was there some hidden weakness in him ? What was the 
harm if he asked him, today ? 

Jairam was now living in a cheap rented house. Manik 
Saha Seth had bought his rickshaw, and already leased it out to 
a “Telenga*’. Jairam recognized it immediately the minute he 
got into it. Such things happened. Kalu had cried a lot. Even 
now he sometimes came along, of his own, to sweep the floor, 
do some odd jobs here and there and spend the four annas he 
got on booze. 


Jairam Babu, most probably, would be at home at noon; 
Bidyadhar Ray keenly studied the house, from the crossroads. 
A lock dangled from the door— no, the door seemed to be latched 
from inside... so he had not come in vain. 


The door swung open when he put his hand on it. 
Bidyadhar Ray spoke through his cigarette smoke before 
entering - “Is Jairam Babu at home ?” and then, a little confused— 
“ May I come in ?” 

A small room, perhaps ten feet by ten feet, containing a 
bed, a chair, a table. Indicating the chair Jairam said” “Please 
bc seated.” Glancing around the room Bidyadhar Ray said : 
“Well, and what work are you carrying on now ? You came 
away the other day severing all links with our party office; but 
I thought you would have no objection to the continuation of 
our personal relationship. All right, so you have a different 
viewpoint, which I cannot accept. But can I not have the honour 
of your friendship ?” 


“When did you wish to collect the second essay 
from me ?” 


“I haven’t come with that purpose in mind.” 


‘You might put that purpose entirely out of your mind. I 
decided not to write it.” 
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“You are a very strange person indeed ! you had promised 
me you would write the essay ! Why did you take such a peculiar 
decision for no reason at all ?” 

Jairam smiled a little. 

“Do I have to explain and justify all the reasons behind 
my actions ?” 

“I am not saying that, of course; but after all, won’t people 
regard strange actions with suspicion ?” 


“Let them suspect what they like !” 


Bidyadhar Ray was not accustomed to being spoken to so 
bluntly. He said abruptly~ “Take your resignation, for instance. 
Would anyone be very wrong if he were to say that you had, in 
fact, admitted to all the charges. By taking such a retrograde 
step, instead of teaching that young brat a lesson, you gave the 
impression that you fear him; or else that you have deliberately 
yielded to injustice, or that it has not been possible for you to 
refute the allegations and prove your innocence. I come to hear 
such arguments from time to time.” 


“Oh, you always misunderstand everything ! why, don't I 
know you well, or Jayant Parida too, for that matter ? I am not 
the one to be saying all these things. What I am trying to say is 
that, had I been in your position, I would have fought to the 
last; I would never have yielded. I know you are no less a fighter 
than I am. And that is why I cannot understand why you 
resigned... why did you resign at all, Jairam Babu ?” 


“Do you expect, then, that I would have let myself be 
tried by Jayant Parida and struggle to prove my innocence before 
him ? Allegations are admissible only within certain limits : not 
outside them. Do I have to keep on defending myself against 
everyone who makes whatever allegations he likes ? Ridiculous ! 
I know that unfortunately, truth has to be reaffirmed, faith and 
religion re-established, time and time again... A Sita* has to 
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undergo her ordeal by fire not once, but again and again.It’s a 
strange world ! The poor sun has to rise every day to prove its 
existence, because in the course of a single night we forget that 
it exists. But we need no proof for the existence of darkness— 
It’s an all too familiar part of our own inner selves !” 


“A1ll the more reason, surely, for protecting and proving 
your innocence !” 

Jairam’s eyes narrowed quizzically. Abruptly, he asked-— 
‘You were accused of having illicit relations with the girl who 
works as your maid, would you prove your innocence ?” 


Bidyadhar Ray burst out laughing. The ‘girl’ who worked 
as his maid was fifty-nine, dark, one-eyed, and an imbecile into 
the bargain. It was impossible for any human being to feel any 
emotion towards her other then pity or repulsion. Laughing, 
Bidyadhar Ray said — ‘Yes, wouldn’t it be a very similar affair ?” 

The laughter gradually faded : once again the two looked 
their age, Jairam, as dull and pensive as before, Bidyadhar Ray 
oppressed by an enormous burden of thought. 


Resting his chin on his hand, he stared into space for some 
time and then said — “Not any longer ! I don’t think this world 
can now ever be changed. I feel disappointed, lost.” It was as if 
in some lonely midnight room he had counted his years and 
suddenly discovered that he was old. 

Jairam drew on his cigarette. Bidyadhar Babu said again—- 
“Can nothing be done for these people ? Everyone is bent on 
grabbing what he likes, whenever he likes. ..; is there no remedy 
for this ? Jayant Parida’s car will trample everyone under its 
wheels— and we have to suffer, as if we’re the ones who are 
guilty ?” 

Bidyadhar Babu had passed from his lonely midnight 
soliloquy to a public oration delivered at high noon. 

“We are not impotent. By ourselves we may not be able 
to cleanse society of the vermin who’ve overrun it; but they do 
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exist, and if we all unite we shall, at least, have the courage to 
believe we can do it ! Many helpless, innocent cattle will be 
saved by surrounding the man-eaters one by one and shooting 
them to death.” 

Words were to Bidyadhar Ray what artillery is to a general 
on the field of battle; he could set men aflame with passion as 
easily as a match sets fire to straw. But now the fire seemed to 
have gone out of him, his ammunition clogged with damp. 


A faint mist seemed to obscure Jairam Babu’s vision; he 
was filled inside with a vast emptiness. The house sccmed lonely, 
deserted, waste : a motorcycle went by on the distant road, 
emerging from and disappearing into a remote nowhere. The 
two men sat absently, each absorbed in his own thoughts. So 
many incidents from the past crowded in on Bidyadhar Ray— a 
deep sigh escaped him. 

He recalled Artabandhu Behera- to what desperate lengths 
man can be driven by hunger; who would have thought such a 
senior and respected member would ever molest a tribal girl in 
a moment of weakness !— or that Daitari Pradhan would forget 
all his duty, for five hundred rupees ! Glory be to woman and 
gold ! You have humanity trailing like a slave at your heels.... 
On whom can we pin our faith ? What was the young man’s 
name -Pitabas Swain, he told them outright that hc had joined 
their organization because of hunger, because there was no other 
way he could get money for food. He looked upon it as a 
temporary occupation, in which he had to do a lot of shouting. 
He left, the moment he got a job as a clerk. In this land of 
starvation, who would not grovel in the dust for the handful of 
rice, the Kauravas* may scatter before their door ? Mohan Saha— 
he was looking after the funds, and misappropriated a huge sum 
through false receipts and thumb impressions, and Icft to start 
his own business. Yes, it was all true, there was poverty hero, it 
was futile to search here for character, integrity.... 
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Bidyadhar Ray felt uncomfortable in the chair. He shifted 
alittle, stretched and recrossed his legs and said- ““‘Achha, Jairam 
babu ! What are your plans ?” 

Jairam did not hear him, probably; he was lost in his own 
thoughts like a dormant volcano; a wisp of smoke drifting from 
its cratcr, and no once aware of the molten lava seething deep in 
its interior. 


Bidyadhar Ray went on, as if in answer to his own 
question... “But what plans can anyone make ? Everything is a 
hopeless mess here; the more you try to straighten things out 
the more they get tangled up. The problems you thought you 
had solved once and for all crop up again in even worse shape 
than before. You must be reading the papers — such a large city... 
not a whit of discipline, no law and order at all ! A lot of savages ! 
We’re the only genuine revolutionaries !” Bidyadhar Ray and 
his moustache flared up in righteous indignation. “No, we’re 
totally ignorant about revolutions, it is only you who know, you 
fools -- stoning a girls’ school bus — some revolution ! You’re 
only a lot of lawless vandals — showing off your strength by 
picking on women, or the weak and defenceless. Granted, you 
rejected the old order outright; but that doesn’t mean you must 
revert to the bestial savagery of cave men ! Huh !” 


Bidyadhar Ray was quite excited now. Abruptly Jairam 
said-- “How much do you have to pay for a Congress ticket ?” 


“Jairam Babu ! You mean....” Words failed Bidyadhar 
Ray. ‘““You mean you will join politics, contest elections ? Heh, 
heh... I can’t say that it’s a bad idea : because that party is in 
power. You can get a lot of things done if you join the party. 
Even a wooden post can come to power on the strength of those 
two bullocks. In this Gandhi-crazed country, that symbol will 
capture all the votes for the post. I could not initially realise 
that this was your idea. Perhaps you are right : you have to live, 
too, after all build a house : Why should one offer oneself for 
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sale unless he’s sure of getting an adequatc pricc for his talents ? 
You’ll easily fetch three-four lakhs in this horse trade, if you 
only wear a Congress cap....” 

“Bidyadhar Babu — why do you strain your imagination 
so much without understanding anything ?” 

“Then why are you enquiring about the price of a Congress 
ticket ? I know that Chhagan Lal had come on a tour of Orissa 
on the twenty-third. He’s laid a pretty snarc. That old doctor 
popped off a year after becoming a minister; his shrunken veins 
couldn’t hold the fat of corruption any longer. Thcre’ll be a 
stampede and battle royal for that seat, now. You might have 
been approached already for the purpose. Of that antiquated, 
moth-eaten party, eighty out of a hundred are illiterates. A month 
before their ministership they practise their signatures with chalk 
and slate. Getting a few Gandhian phrases by heart, they try out 
their speeches on the meek, innocent tribal school children. They 
try on their high-collared coats before the mirror, train their 
poor wives, unaccustomed to such things, in social graces and 
make them distribute prizes. Five ycars fly past with easc beforc 
they have even a vague idea of the nation’s history and gcography 
or even their own responsibilities. They begin oncc again to 
spend their concealed wealth : votes are purchased oncc morc. 
This is business. The party preaching equality and fraternity is 
delighted if it can get a vote-pulling king or princcss or other 
royalty as a candidate. All their dreams come truc, all their 
desires are fulfilled, once they come to power by any means, 
cheating, tricking, duping.” 

‘“You’ve got these things by heart. It’s foolish of mc to 
ask you such questions. All right, now tell me, why havc you 
come to me ?” 

Diverted from his favoruite topic, Bidyadhar Babu was a 
little irritated and did not immediately say anything. Then, 
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leaning to pick up his bag, he said — “Nothing special — I was 
going this way, thought 1’d drop in.” 

“What’s the use of trying ? I can’t think of any answer 
that will satisfy you.” 

Jairam Babu was silent. 

Bidyadhar Babu enquired in a casual tone, as he rose — 
“Do you find it very difficult to maintain yourself ?” 

There was amusement in Jairam Babu’s eyes. Smiling a 
little, he said — “Yes, I do find it difficult but why are you so 
anxious to hear this from me personally ?” 

“It isn’t that, actually; I was wondering if there was 
anything I could do for you.” 

“] see!” 

“I find myself involuntarily protesting on your behalf. I 
feel you are in no way responsible for the state in which you 
find yourself — on the contrary, it has been unjustly imposed on 
you. It needs to be protested against : it also needs to be 
remedied.” 

“Many thanks !” The words were cold and clear like white 
blocks of ice. Bidyadhar Babu heaved a deep breath and then 
looked away. There was nothing you could do for these people. 
These people would readily allow themselves to be burnt up 
like sticks of jute — it would provide some little light in homage 
to the departed ancestors*, but little else beyond that. The 
impenetrable darkness would persist as usual. 

Bidyadhar Ray reached the road. He did not look back. 

“How much does a Congress ticket cost ? Why ? Bloody 
hell — how can we hold our heads high any more ~ yes, sell 
yourselves down the river, the lot of you, you bastards — 
miserable wretched penniless treacherous bastards — let the 
whole damned country go to hell !” 


bl bal af He 
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“So what ? What does it matter what people say ? What’s 
the harm in entering politics, just once ? One would at least know 
what it’s like...” 

Jairam had slowly chewed off one half of his cigarette : 
now he flicked the remainder onto the street — ‘‘Go to hell — no 
more of you ...nor tea,either,any longer.” 


“Who’s she ?” 
“Who’s that lady with Mr. Parida ? I can’t remember her 
ever having come to the club before... Is she Mrs. Parida ?” 


“Hee, hee... She is... that means....” 
“Ho, ho, ho... so this is her... not bad....” 
“Quite a dish !” 


Furtive, whispered conversations, improper laughter, 
echoed around the club that evening. After her confident entrance 
in Jayant’s company, Sujata was confused about how to behave. 
She smiled at several people, but did not really know them well. 


She went into the ladies’ room, virtually in self-defence. 
In every face shesaw the same contempt, derision, amusement. 
She sank down tiredly in a chair, wiping her face with her 
handkerchief. 


Her face flushed, suffused with neat : she felt that every 
window was full of faces staring at ner; every room echoing 
with whispers. Two or three women whispered and giggled 
together — why did they glance at her from time to time ? Anger 
blazed within her. 

Snatching up a magazine, she buried her face in it, trying 
to concentrate on its pictures. There was a ringing in her ears : 
her face burnt with the hot blood. So all of them knew, was that 
it... All right; they had to be put in their place, right here and 
now. She rose suddenly to her feet and moved towards three 
women standing and talking together. 
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“Hello ! Why are you just talking all the time like rustic 
women ? There’s no fun around here, no games, no music, no 
dances... Quite dull !” 

She put her arm around one woman's shoulder with great 
familiarity, and shook her : she merely stared in bewilderment. 
“What does your husband do ? And yours ? And yours ?” The 
three looked at each other and then at Sujata; they burst out 
laughing. They were not aware that Sujata too, joined in their 
laughter. Sweat rolled down her brow with every painful gasp 
of laughter, but she kept on laughing hysterically. 

The entire club gathered around, staring through the 
window. A cigarette dangled from someone’s hand; someone 
held a billiard cue, someone drawing on a long pipe, someone 
sipping from his glass — “Who’s she ?” “She’s the one, you 
know....” “Oho... ha, ha....” The entire club, its very bricks 
and walls, shook with demented laughter. Sujata’s sari was loose, 
her hair was disheveled; clutching her head in her hands, she 
burst into a spasm of coughing. 

“Oh, what a wonderful joke ! Ha, ha....” But she couldn’t 
laugh any longer. “Oh, ho, ho....”, “hee..hee....” Everyone 
roared with laughter, suddenly Sujata screamed— 


“Shut up, shut up, shut up. What do you think of 
yourselves ? I’m a graduate, do you know ? I’ve passed my 
B.A. I’ ve studied six years in a public school. What do you take 
me for ? You’re all new to the club, you don’t know club 
manners, games, dances. My club life is very old. 
‘Dark...Movin !’ ” — Her words were interspersed with English : 
she began to sing aloud the first words of an old English song. 

The entire club, the three women, began laughing again. 

“Shut up.” 


Sujata was trembling from head to foot with rage — “Don’t 
I know you all ? You hypocrites — why, each of you must have 
half-a-dozen lovers. Who are you to be putting on airs ?” 
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Everyone was silent, stunned. 

“You might be wondering what relation I am to Jayant 
Parida. I’m... I mean... his cousin. You can ask him. Whether 
or not you ask him, I don’t care... I came as a guest, not just 
today, I’ve been here many times before. But you people don’t 
know how to treat guests properly. I’m Natwar Ray’s daughter... 
My father was a Superintendent of Police.” 

“She’s drunk.” 

“She’s raving... out of nervousness, possibly....” 

““Where’s Parida Babu ? She’s a nuisance....” 

“Yes, where’s Jayant Parida ?” “Where’s Parida Babu ?” 

Hearing his name mentioned Parida banged his glass down 
on the table and stood up. Rosy, Bimal also rose with him. 
Billiards was a charming game. Bimal’s favourite game. But 
why did Parida Babu always prefer a dingy corner ? 

“Who, Jayant, heh, why, what happened ? That lady is 
Bimal Babu’s wife... She’s into supramental yoga these days.” 
Jayant was probably explaining something to her,— he was also 
a member of the study circle. 

“Sir, the lady who was with you... Mrs. Parida... I mean 
Mrs....” 

“Mrs. Mangaraj....” “I think she’s unwell- you’d better 
make arrangements to take her home.” 

Jayant bit off the end of his cigarette, sizing up the 
situation. He glared around the room; everyone was looking at 
him. 

He went and stood before Sujata. His eyes were a little 
bloodshot with drink. “‘Let’s go, now,” he said, gravely. 

“No, no, this is unjust ! You shouldn’t ask me so abruptly 
for a dance ~ it’s unfair !” 
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Sujata’s lips were pale, her eyes dull, lustreless. Jayant 
gently took her arm and guided her outside, onto the verandah. 
A whirlpool of whispers and suppressed laughter seemed to 
swirl around them. 

The car door shut : the car shot around the bend and 
disappeared. 

The club spilled out onto the verandah~— faces clustered 
around the window. 

The car had disappeared. Everyone went back into the 
club; everyone was secretly amused, pleased. Somehow, they 
had received the entertainment they had always wanted. In his 
own imagination, each man became Jayant : in her own mind 
each woman became Sujata : the relationship was so desirable, 
yet forbidden. 

A few people noticed that only Rosy was a little listless, 
absent- minded, and that Bimal left the billiards table to roll a 
cigarette. 

Under the thick peepal tree at the end of the deserted club 
road Jayant slammed on the brakes and sprang upon Sujata. 
Anger blended savagely with insult and hot passion. He tore 
the salt blood from Sujata’s lips. Things slowly returned to 
normal after the savage encounter. Turning into his own 
driveway, he saw another car parked at the door. Seeing the car, 
he gradually remembered everything. 

Moolchand had probably come. 

Sujata was almost inert. 

Moolchand ? Sujata ? Well what was the harm ? 

The savagery of a few moments ago had now sheathed its 
claws, the veneer was back in place, perfectly calculated : tone, 
words and gesture perfectly controlled. 
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Inside the car, Sujata rearranged her disheveled hair and 
clothes. Insult and fury seethed within her — she could never 
forgive those rustic women. 

They went into the drawing room; and he rose to his feet 
smiling, a magazine in one hand. At least four inches taller than 
Jayant and much fairer, teeth gleaming, between thirty to thirty 
five years old. Wah.... 

“This is my friend Moolchand Sondhi, the millionaire. 
And this is Sujata Debi.” 

Jayant stood with his hands in his pockets, legs spread 
slightly apart. He raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Miss 
Sujata Ray.” 

Sujata’s brow wrinkled for a moment, then cleared. She 
smiled; but her face was an impenetrable mask. On the surface 
she was coldly in control of herself; but a molten whirlpool 
frothed inside her. Moolchand Sondhi frowned once, quizzically, 
as if to say— “Well, are you hiding something from me ?” His 
face cleared again. The three sat down. 

Jayant was suddenly very grave. He drew silently on his 
cigarette. Moolchand Sondhi turned the pages of the magazine — 
‘You must have had dinner !” 

Shades of light and darkness chased each other across 
Sujata’s face. Her teeth clenched, her eyes blazed; but she only 
laughed sweetly and reached for a magazine. “...Dinner ?” 

“That’s right !”’ said Jayant and then in Hindi ~— “Yaar* 
Moolchand ! Do something, or we’ll have to go hungry.” 

Moolchand smiled, equally sweetly, and spoke in Hindi. 
“The food is ready, your Highness ! some nan* and roasted 
chicken from Kapoor’s and some curry, too. It’1ll be served the 
moment you command it.” He spoke like some courtly flatterer. 

Jayant sprang to his feet and exuberantly kissed 
Moolchand on the cheek. “You’re a jewel ! Wah ! wonderful !” 
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Hc went inside, not looking back. The two sat silently for some 
time, Sujata a little absent- minded. Her whole body seethed, in 
her imagination, she clawed the eyes from certain pretty faces, 
tore their colourful blouses into tatters; then she suddenly came 
to her senses and composed herself. Her eyes narrowed sharply, 
thoughtfully. She gave a little titter of laughter and looked at 
thc magazine, then at Moolchand. Her face cleared. 

“Achha” she said, looking at a picture in the magazine — 
“Arc the stones in the Hamilton rings real ?” 

“Oh yes ! Take this one, for instance : this is a topaz...” 
Moolchand removed the ring from his own finger and handed 
it to Sujata. The light shone on the gold, the stone, on Sujata’s 
eyes. she turned the stone over and over examining it — 
“Beautiful ! Quite exquisite !” — then handed it back to 
Moolchand, her eyes back on the magazine. 

The ring was not taken from her hand - she looked up. 

Moolchand only nodded, smiling, holding a magazine in 
his hands. “I never take back what I have handed over to 
someone !” 

“What do you mean ? I only... Didn’t you give it to me 
just to look at ?” 

“Whatever it may be, I cannot take it back from you. Can’t 
I give it to you as a present — a memento of our first meeting ?” 


“Eecssh ! Such a large topaz ! still. ...” 


“This won’t fit my finger at all, it’l] be much too large. 
...you keep it with you, we’ll see about it later.” 


| “No, no, how can that be ! Let’s see, how can it be too 
large !” Moolchand knelt on the carpet beside Sujata. Sujata’s 
heart hammered within her : her face flushed; it was as if she 
was greatly soothed and consoled, receiving such a great honour 
aftcr such unbcarable insult. Shc regained the confidence she 
had lost in herself and the world. She blossomed again, viewing 
new horizons. 
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Jayant came in as Moolchand was gently putting the ring 
on Sujata’s finger. A cigarette dangled from his mouth; his eycs 
were narrowed; his face washed, clean..He had on his beautiful 
‘punjabi*’ and pyjamas. And then he clapped his hands-- ‘Wah ! 
wonderful !” It was just as I had expected. You would becomc 
instant friends. I’m really pleased... come on, let’s eat.” 

Jayant put one arm around Sujata’s waist as she rose and 
with his free hand, took Moolchand by the arm. “Oh come on, 
Sujata, don’t be shy — we’re all friends ! Moolchand —- you’rc 
making her very shy, yaar !” Sujata flashed a jewel-like smile 
and guided them both by the arm out of the room. 

Wah, this was indeed how people lived in society, breathed 
the air of modernity instead of ruining their lives shut up in a 
kitchen with pots and pans. 

The two friends happily consumed the chicken, exquisitely 
roasted and flavoured with many kinds of spices; the bird, of 
course, had no way of protesting. 


af ¥ He ef 
Biswambar was plagued by worry - “Everyone knows 
about this.” 
That young clerk with his long moustaches -- Madhav 
Panigrahi, why did he always snigger furtively ? 
And his companion that pot-bellied Bhagia Mahalik, hc 


was saying something the other day taking care that hc should 
be overheard... He also knew, probably. 


Appayya looked as if he knew, too. 


Everyone knew, the whole town, even the cat and dogs of 
its mean alleyways. Everyone around here knew that Biswambar 
Mangaraj had no honour left. ... 


He himself was a worthless good-for-nothing— effeminatc, 
coward, looking on as his honour was dragged in the dust. IIc 
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wanted to be trampled on, dragged along, even more, the way 
some people slash themselves with razor blades so that they 
can take pity on themselves. 

What sort of honour was he guarding, that he could not 
throttle his wife to death, or the man who took her out in his car 
before everyone’s eyes ! 

The bastard was waiting for his son to be born! 


So what ? People would say it was Jayant Parida’s son — 
so what ? How would it harm either Sujata or Jayant ? 


The shameless idiot, he thought, the two would be caught 
out, and he himself proved to be as pure as a saint ? 

Eunuch, Jadav* ! 

Wouldn't people say that it was because of his wife that 
he had got the employment ? Whose mouth could he stop up ? 
Biswambar was spent, broken, helpless, like a horse collapsing 
in the winter dawn, unable any longer to draw its cart, flogged 
mercilessly over its raw and bleeding wounds. Someone seemed 
to be shouting in his ears — cursing him venomously, pitilessly. 


The intoxication had left him now : but his chest heaved, 
his nostrils flared : his brow was beaded with sweat. 


“You bastard, soaked with drink and proving your 
manhood on Lakshmi the fisherwoman ! What else would a 
worthless incompetent do ? You destroyed your father’s photo 
the other day lest your ancestors prod you into shame... After 
all your fury all you could do was to make a mistress of Sujata 
and enjoy a part of her and allow Jayant the other half — Chhee, 
chhee*, shameless bastard....” 


Under these brutal lashes, Biswambar sprang violently to 
his feet. His whole body throbbed with a violent heat, of alcohol, 
of sleep — he peered with starting eyes into the darkness. He 
seemed to hear a voice — you cannot avenge this insult, it said : 
eunuchs cannot wield knives.... why don’t you kill yourself ! 
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Swallow poison, stab yourself, hang yourself — die ! Sujata’s 
teeth gleam when she smiles : Jayant’s moustaches are a stiff 
line behind the cigarette smoke.... 

Stab them with knives — a hundred times, two hundred 
times... ah, ah, ah.... 


The dark mean alley seemed to scream aloud, almost 
deafening Biswambar. But no one else heard that scream of a 
soul in torment. 


It wouldn’t take two minutes to hack up a man like a fish— 
some screams, some writhings and then everything would be 
wiped clean. Eeessh, how nauseating— two smooth, glistening 
naked lumps of flesh like two slaughtered goats, one male, one 
female... 


Shut up you beast ! Why do you gloat over such 
thoughts... Have you ever killed even a bed bug with your 
hands ? Ever cut up even a live fish ? Leave it — you can’t do 
those things — If you’re ashamed, kill yourself if you can ! Shame 
on your wretched, miserable life ! What face will you show to 
the world, how can you go back to your neighbourhood 
tomorrow, go like a thief to your office, mix with the people 
there ? Or will you go back, at all ? Oh you shameless bastard — 
there’s no whip for your brazen back.... 


The courthouse clock struck two. The night was dark, 
lonely. He was confused, bewildered. He sat down with a thud 
on the decrepit cot. He glared into the darkness— the dark shadow 
over there by the wall, isn’t that Lakhmi ? Achha, what was the 
reason for coming to her ? Did you think you were taking revenge 
this way on someone ? It’s only yourself you’re flogging, 
humiliating, you’re destroying your own honour on this cot, 
Just as you’re destroying yourself with drink... You’ ve left Jayant 
to loot all your honour. You're his dog, you cur, only finishing 
off the job he started, on this cot... Whatever you’ve been doing 
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since now is all wrong, all stupid....why did you fall in with 
Jayant’s advice and marry the S.P’s daughter, without giving 
a thought to the consequences ? Chhabi isn’t a whit like you... 
Eight years isn’t a short time, has Sujata been cheating you all 
these years ? No, why should she cheat, she wishes only to 
lick your feet as her lord, her husband. Why, you fool, is this 
new to you ? You knew it all the time— you don’t have any 
manhood in you. Even if you know you want to look the other 
way and drag on, somehow, mechanically... until another litter 
of bastards are born in your house. The people at the top will 
be immensely helpful if only you know how to please them. 
As long as Sujata still has her smile, you can use her to earn a 
very comfortable living ! 

No ! Never! 

Eessh — Just listen to the he-man roar ! 

Teeth clenched, eyes glaring, he sprang upon Lakhmi, 
gripping her throat with a hand like iron, unleashing upon her 
the revenge, hate and anger of many long years. He was drenched 
with sweat, drooling saliva, his body arched with a frightful 
tension by flames that had long been smouldering. He sank his 
teeth into a soft throat, drawing out the hot blood.... 

Oh, Biswambar Mangaraj has murdered Sujata, murdered 
Jayant... no, no one can now survive his clutches. 

He stood with his arms akimbo, legs stiffly spread apart, 
a grotesque male figure vindicating his manhood. Huh, so this 
is Lakhmi ? Die, die ! — His kicks only hit the ground : reaching 
into the darkness he tore out only a lump of cold, limp cloth. 

An old pillow lay like a slaughtered bird, its feathers 
scattered all over the floor.... 

Hee, hee, ha ha ha.... 

A very small figure crumpled up and fell on to the pillow. 
Covering his face with his fluff-covered hands. Biswambar 


126 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Mangaraj wept. The roar of a man-hunter seemed to echo in 
mockery again and again through the room.... 


Effeminate, eunuch, there’s no end to his tears, they flow 
on, an unchecked flood.... 


Hee, hee hee.... 

Someone whispered, someone else laughed. 

“He always comes here drunk, he’s never in his senses, 
he’ll be rolling there till morning... Hee, hee !” 

The accused lifted his head in the darkness, listening to 
the world passing sentence on him. 


Lakhmi was saying, “Hey, why are you scared of him, 
anyway ? He can’t even take care of his own woman, what can 
he do to you ? 


Hee, hee. 


His throat was dry : the sentence of death had been 
pronounced, everything was over.... 


A familiar voice spoke in its bastard mix of Oriya and 
Telugu.... 


“What I’m saying is, I want you to live with me... Leave 
this bastard. My boss has promised me quarters to live in at the 
end of this month.” 


The criminal leapt into hiding in a dark corner —- then 
suddenly ran out into the darkness, a miserable, petty thief.... 


Appayya yelled- “Thief, thief. ...” 
Lakhmi only laughed-- hee, hee hee.... 
Biswambar ran on blindly : the shrill laughter cut through 
the trees, the darkness, following him for a long distance. 
ba Me ME i 


Practically everyone in the office had brought flowers to 
put upon the two large photographs. Sitting down for meditation, 
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everyone chose a place where the boss could see him, and sat 
down holding his breath, eyes closed. Then the meeting began. 
Jayant Parida looked immensely dignified in a dhoti and punjabi. 

He stood before the mike for some time, then heaved a 
deep breath and began— 

“O my brothers of the soul, eagerly awaiting the bright 
dawn of a new era ! You may remember how dark clouds 
surrounded us on all sides when we first set out to arrange this 
meeting ! Many of our friends were terrified by it... But my 
meditation did not waver. I imagined that I had sent a telegram 
to the Guru. It was my firm belief that this would dispel the 
clouds. And indeed, we received proof of his glory, his 
benediction. If you cannot believe it, just look up at the sky.” 


The meeting of the brotherhood, comprising about thirty 
members, resounded with claps. 


“No one knows how life originated on the cold and lifeless 
earth, not even science, which is silent on the subject. Then 
man evolved. Man is the supreme being, it’s true, — but what 
sets him apart from other animals ? The most important thing is 
that man is a rational animal. His mind has enabled him to 
become all that he is, but everything doesn’t end here; a vast 
process does not reach its conclusion here. The mind thinks 
and reasons; but it has stages of evolution and growth. Gradually 
men will certainly move towards a new stage of evolution. What 
I wish to say is that all of you will have to undergo a 
metamorphosis. The world has been preparing for this since 
time immemorial.” 


“Wah, wah ! This is knowledge, indeed ! What a great 
devotee one must be to gain such knowledge ! The man has 
been a Brahmachari* all his life. Barely thirty years of age, but 
ripe in all fields of knowledge.” 


“You might be thinking all this is very difficult but there’s 
nothing to it, actually. All you have to do is to control your 
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mind. Stop arguing; only listen— you will hear the inner voicc, 
you will see visions, dreams. Concentrate on the Guru with 
unflagging zeal, light will descend from above, transforming 
you. You will ascend through all twenty two levels of the mind 
like climbing up a ladder. And then, you will reach a stage where 
your body will glow with light. You can even read in the dark. I 
say all this only from personal experience.” 


“I have seen with my own eyes. A light coming from his 
bosom like a torch, lighting up the book — He read it by that 
light, I could hear him....” 


“Idiot !” 


The road wasn’t very well lighted. But the voice over the 
mike was perfectly audible. Passersby stopped to listen. 


“Idiot,” said Jairam Babu and walked slowly ahead. 
Behind him he could hear — “A1lIl your old beliefs and ways are 
wrong. Leave your idol-worship. This faith will not require you 
to do anything extra — your way of life will not change. Life 
itself is yoga*. But corruption and falsehood will always be a 
part of life — can these things ever change ? For example, take 
this thing you are accustomed to call ‘bribery’- if understood 
properly, it is only a means of exchange and distribution of 
wealth. You gamble your money away, treating it like rubble 
without any attachment for it. But in fact, money is power. By 
whatever means you eam it, please be sure to send a part of it to 
the guru’s ashram, to be used in his service. Whatever physical 
actions you perform, it does not matter... Take for example the 
matter of eating meat; you have to eat meat : otherwise you will 
be too weak to be able to stand the spiritual metamorphosis. 
You need sufficient strength to withstand the shock. Mental 
detachment is required, no matter what you cat. You must 
abandon the old ritualistic Brahminical ways. The old theory of 
arousing Kundalini Shakti* by holding your brcath is all 
nonsense. If only you achieve spiritual strength through half an 
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hour of meditation daily, everything else will happen of its own; 
everything that you can desire.” 


af He af al 


The cold breath of evening held the first intimations of 
Aswina*. Like a very familiar friend — Jairam recognized it 
instantly, no matter how faroff and distant it was. It was indeed 
such an old friend... slumbering in a cocoon of dreams. But 
unraveling that cocoon brought tears to his eyes, for all was 
ashes, ashes inside... But even then, every year it would return, 
drunk with the warm scent of ‘Baula*’. Jairam’s deep sigh would 
go forth to greet it... Measured in terms of time, it’s only thirty; 
but its mystery is unfathomable. 


The confused jabber of the spiritual assembly chased after 
him for quite some way, like the yapping of some mongrel pack. 
After a few steps he reached the road; his footsteps crunched 
on the gravel. The loneliness of the spot soothed him a little. 


One needs some support to lean on : man does not have 
the strength to keep on standing indefinitely, without support... 
but whom do you lean on ? Spiders drowse on the webs of 
silk they spin from their own bellies. Human relationships are 
quite similar. You can lean on them only so long as you nourish 
them with the juices drawn from your own bellies. Nourishing 
a number of ideals with arguments is the same as nourishing a 
number of people with money. The world gives nothing in 
return, even if you sacrifice everything you have for the sake 
of those ideals. And even after all that blood and sweat, death 
is the only certainty. 

Bidyadhar Ray ! Not a bad man as such. He clung stoutly 
to a set of dogmas but did not have the courage to examine or 
analyse them. He was afraid — terribly afraid — cold with fear at 
the idea of laying open his own body and looking at the truth 
‘inside. He only wanted a stamp, a hollow structure of flesh and 
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bone within which to conceal all this rubbish. The poor man 
had possibly never imagined that his lump of ideals and beliefs 
was only a hollow shell, having nothing inside. But what did it 
matter, after all ? Was it necessary or inevitable to open and 
examine everything ? It was all, in the end, a meaningless, 
lifeless lump of clay.... 

It could be that the account was overdrawn, was 
exhausted.... No matter. If you stuck to the sacred laws of ‘truth’ 
and ‘virtue’ you couldn’t accomplish anything. Why should the 
world support you, if you represented all that was its antithesis ? 
The earth that nourishes the plant, becomes lifeless and hard in 
the summer, and the plant dies where it stands. The earth needs 
rain from the sky to be softened again — but does the rain heed 
the plant’s prayer ? The rain abides by its own laws, it has no 
such thing as mercy or charity. And everything happens here in 
exactly the same manner, before our very eyes. We cannot bear 
it — therefore all these pretty fancies. The psychic being, the 
soul and its ascent and descent, human institutions — all these 
were only tireless efforts to cloak and hide truth. But the sky is 
too vast to be covered by the clouds all the time; and the infinite 
space of that sky is cold, comfortless; and no temple or church 
can provide sufficient courage to look such nothingness in the 
face. Even then, Jesus was not a liar. And there is no reason to 
think that Zoroaster*. Shankaracharya* and Aurobindo* were 
liars : something lay, perhaps, hidden in the mist; and people 
fumbled for it, each in his own way. Sometimes you couldn’t 
see it through the smoke : sometimes it was sharply palpable. 
The floating cloud sometimes takes on the shape of an elephant, 
sometimes of a horse, and sometimes it’s unmistakably its own 
distinct self. Nothing like it exists, or ever existed beforc, or 
will ever exist again.... 


Leave it ! 


131 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


Onc could fight if he wanted, here... But, against whom ? 
Jayant Parida ? Huh... very well, then, surrender to him... In 
this socicty he has marched on, triumphantly; he can do whatever 
he likes; commit any crime and go scot free. He can succeed, 
you cannot. If you had gone to the meeting and asked him a few 
scarching questions, he’ d have been finished; but people would 
have taken it as an act of hatred, or of revenge. A face-to-face 
confrontation is impossible, because of your hatred, disgust or 
fear... And on the other side, you shrink from politics... that 
means you’re allowing him to go unchecked. It is cowardice 
not to act, not to go forward — a sign of effeminacy, weakness.... 


It’s possible ! To continue the struggle you need, not just 
strength, but also the inclination to fight. It’s not possible when 
everything is over, to stoke dying embers into fire. To fight means 
dcfeat and death; not to fight means procrastination and death.... 


Pondicherry* ! He had gone there from Madras in 1938, 
out of curiosity to watch some new experiment that was being 
carried out there. What they were saying within their own circle, 
according to their own convictions, was correct; nor was it 
anything extraordinarily new... That within the human body 
was potential for Divine Life- this body could attain a radiance 
and immutability — were all old promises of yoga. For these 
they all searched - the Arabs, the Africans — the fruit of 
immortality, the Nectar, the Light, of Eternal Life — something 
to eat or drink which, conveniently eaten or drunk, would let 
them live, for cvcr. It was a tendency of men to keep searching 
for it, even though they were frustrated, time and again. What 
impulsc was it that drove them thus ? Or, did the lust for life 
create such mirages like those of date palms in a desert ? 


It was Jayant Parida’s fashion to wear such masks — Now 
a. dharmaguru* likc a Gandhi cap : a spiritualist like Sauda 
Ramakrishnan* : likewise, a follower of Sai Baba*. There is 
one Akuli Panda; he is a follower of Anukul Chandra*. Someone 
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may be a devotee of Jogananda*, someone else of Chaitanya* : 
of Ananda Marg*, of Ramakrishna Marg*. Fifty five crore 
experiments with thirty-three crore gods did not suffice that 
such luxuries has to be undertaken in the name of religion ! 
Orissa is a fertile land for the business of religion. People 
are only eagerly waiting with their drums and cymbals for 
someone to incite them to frenzy. In Bengal, too, Gurus* are 
as plentiful as stones on the road. Enlightened holy men are 
available in every neighbourhood. They smell their way into 
Orissa, collect adherents, set up monasteries. And then they 
spend their time quarrelling : who is the greatest, who has 
the largest number of disciples, who has more foreigners in 
his following ? Honey drips from someone’s photograph, with 
someone else it is holy ash. They emerge from the photograph 
only to take a puff from the ‘chilum*’ of some devotee, then 
slip back into the frame. Idiots : 

Heh, heh, heh ! 

Jairam was startled by his own laughter. He was very frank 
about these things from the beginning : he had made had 
expressed his views very boldly and clearly. 

Suddenly he felt very tired. He sat down on a small culvert. 
It was always lonely : there weren’t many trees nearby, either. 
The sky was full of stars. 

For some unknown reason Jairam was filled with a strange 
apprehension. This happened to him from time to time. He was 
soaked with sweat from head to foot. 

Such a vast expanse, filled with countless twinkling 
auditors. It was not easy to deliver a lecture before this 
celestial assembly. The mike sounded faintly from a long 
distance. To Jairam it seemed to be his own voice that he 
heard. He smiled silently. 


Me # 4 Me 
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He was indeed very blunt, and that was why he had hurt 
many people in his childhood, and had himself been hurt. He 
had returned home one day to find a saffron-clad cheat reciting 
his usual spiel. He had asked him a few sharp questions; unable 
to answer them, the cheat had been shamed in front of 
everyone. Jairam had then said — ‘‘Take up pickaxe and hoe in 
your hands —~ 1°11 see to it that you are fed. All that can be 
reached by digging the good earth, that is truth : it can only be 
attained through labour, sweat, the pangs of hunger. Why do 
you cheat innocent people ? This business will no longer do. 
I’1I set the police on you.” The cheat had left in tears, saying — 
“You insulted me because I do not know how to talk but you 
will pay for this through misfortune !” Fortune never smiled 
on him, but he seriously doubted that this was due to the cheat’s 
having said no. 


He knew that faith could not be attained merely by 
preaching a few ancient beliefs, or by listening to lectures about 
them : but he was equally at a loss to identify the source of faith 
and its strength. 


That mendicant was a ‘Kumbhapatia*’; some said they 
were sun-worshippers, Sunyapurushas*, Alekha Upasakas*. 
They were a sect of dissidénts, possibly they had formed a new 
sect because of religious persecution by the religious priests. 
They did believe in Lord Jagannath* and thought of the 
Bramhins as the lowest of the low. Oh, they had courage ! But 
in spite of it the old disease had manifested itself with many 
new symptoms-— the same institutions, the Guru racket, 
disparagement, hate and jealousy of other religions— the 
inevitable vices of religious communities. 


Jairam’s cousin, Sikhareswar was deeply learned, and 
twenty years older than him. He had studied for fifteen years at 
Kashi : he quoted the scriptures to prove that no one could arrive 
at the ultimate truth. All religions were different paths but all 
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ended in frustration. Everyone had to confess, sooner or later, 
that further knowledge could not be attained; all wisdom ended 
here. If you can, depend on some deep consciousness and leave 
the rest to experience. Otherwise, past, present and future — 
nothing is certain, only hearsay. Jairam strongly asserted this 
belief; but Sikhareswar had told him that one day, faith would 
come by itself as the sun rises; and faith, being self-evident, 
would require no support of arguments. 

But Sikhareswar died at fo:ty. Jairam had felt as if some 
great emperor had fallen. Like the flame of a lamp, he had lived 
intensely, and had abruptly been extinguished. He had not 
married. He had traveled abroad. He never touched meat. What 
knowledge he had amassed !—- Everything from ‘Manusmnuti*’ 
to the Indian Penal Code, from the Vedas* and Vedangas* to 
Existentialist philosophy, from ancient Egypt to modern Japan... 
Jairam had listened to him with humility, at times even argued 
alittle... If he had been living today how much his words would 
have been of comfort... Jairam would not have disputed them 
any more. 


The sky was full of stars. 


Startled by his own sigh, Jairam looked around. He smiled 
a little. How ruthless, how bare, stark, the sky was ! Was there 
anything actually hidden in it that man could understand ? He 
had called it by a thousand names all these years, held it supreme 
in his joys and sorrows; but the only result of this, so far, was 
nothing but unending squabbles, killings and warfare. Man’s 
beginning and his end, remained stili as mysterious as ever. He 
only went on asking endless questions. The stirrings of his mind 
were possibly as inevitable, and as meaningless as the respiration 
of the trees, the movement of the worms. These were the ripples 
in the infinite space, receding farther and farther, never touching 
a shore, nor would they ever come back with a message. 
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Why should they ? What was the necessity ? — Thus had 
Jairam argued, many years ago. He had many stout supports to 
stand on; his father, mother, his brother, aunts, uncles... Each, 
a palpable reality, solid and heavy, like the ‘Salagrams*’; each 
a value to be accepted and understood. During the college 
vacations, in those days of love and endearments and endless 
swims in the village pond, ‘Nana*’ had seemed the simplest 
person of all, with his large dreamy eyes, the spot of ‘chandan*’ 
on his forehead. “Cannot man accomplish everything by sheer 
force of arms ?” Jairam used to think. He remembered another 
day very clearly. It was shortly after his marriage. Rani was 
possibly eight months old. The telegram arrived that Nana had 
expired. It seemed to him that Nana had only gone over to the 
other village, and would soon retumn... He had not cried with 
the rest but had only felt as if the walls that had sheltered him, 
had collapsed, letting in winds that were frigid on his face. It 
was his turn, now... that was the day when he acknowledged 
death, and greeted it.... 


The vast emptiness grew intenser, day by day, as life went 
on. One by one they all dropped by the wayside. They left him, 
they were uprooted... The house was divided among the 
brothers : Bou* left him and stayed with her daughter and son- 
in-law : the relatives only clamoured meaninglessly like empty 
drums. All was over. It seemed as if three years passed in an 
endless series of last rites*. Uncle and aunt, and even Bou died 
at last. Uncle, Sikharewar’s father ! At the very last he had asked 
for two ‘Gunths*’ of land from the king : he could have had ten 
‘Batis*’ if he had asked for them. His whole life had been spent 
in the temple of Siva*, clad in saffron robes. He had asked for 
this land only that his son might give it away as 
‘Mrutahapanchaka Dana*’ for himself and his wife. Whenever 
he sat down to eat, another place would also be set for any hungry 
person who might happen by. If the meal was not consumed, it 
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would be hung up over his bed in a new earthen pot. The old 
man believed that it represented a debt he had to pay to the 
world. The old man had passed away in good time, too.... 


He had grown accustomed, by that time, to the vast 
panorama of death. It hurt him, but what hurt him even more 
was the behaviour of his relations. Among them, someone spread 
lies, because he had not received his share of money : someone 
else lodged a complaint against him in the police station just to 
see that Jairam did not get a job. Very unexpectedly, people 
suddenly stood revealed for what they were, divested of their 
disguise. The scales fell from his eyes. He was startled to sec 
the world for the first time in its true colours. Eessh ! That old 
Bramhin, reading the scriptures, he had a Son by his 
maidservant !...Narayan Rayguru was a drunkard... Oh, the 
daughter of Nanda Piusa* eloped with the driver. Eessh, goats 
were being sacrificed in Shreemandir* ! Wine and women had 
entered into Itishree Math* ! A Gujarati* servant was the father 
of the son bom to the eldest daughter-in-law of the royal family ? 
The old man Mangaraj had constructed a house and started his 
business with the money he acquired by killing that Benarasi 
trader ? 


Jairam breathed heavily, painfully. The stars seemed to 
writhe and scream in agony under the weight of some enormous 
oppression... The youngest son of Pitei Khudi* was the 
illegitimate child of Kelu Mausa* ? Aparti Saantra had molested 
his daughter-in-law at high noon, when his son was away at 
work ? No, never ! It must be a lie... But why then did Bira 
Bhaina look exactly like Nana... wasn’t his mother Nana’s sister 
by marriage ? 

A tremendous earthquake seemed to shatter thc mountains; 
molten lava seemed to erupt from their interiors, and rush 
towards the horizon. On the scarred and barren surface of thc 
earth Jairam saw only a few ashen moulds... he himself was a 
mould.... 
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Puri flashed before his eyes. He had been recently 
transferred there : Rani may have been five years old. Returning 
carly from the office, he had abruptly entered the house only to 
find Sibaram, his brother springing to his feet from the bed. For 
a moment, all was dark; he had received several hints of this 
beforc, but had pretended that nothing was wrong. Now he lost 
his senses in the tempest of his fury; he did not quite know 
what hc was doing. From far off he heard Rani’s sobbings and 
camc vaguely back to consciousness. Someone was going out 
of the gatc, and after him he charged the missiles of his rage — a 
ruler, a table clock, a flower vase, and a bottle containing oil. 
Rc-entcring the house he found Namita lying on the floor and 
groaning. A slipper trembled in his hand like a sword : Rani 
cried, a long unending scream; a crowd of strange, silent faces 
clustered around the gate : a deluge of insult, shame and 
mortification engulfed him. Eessh ! That very day he received 
the telegram— Sikhareswar Bhaina was dead. 


On that lonely culvert, Jairam felt the sweat trickle down 
his brow. It was impossible now to check the tidal wave that 
had been unleashed. It had always crashed against the iron bars 
of his heart, had always been checked, but now under this silent 
solcmn assembly of stars it flowed and cascaded all around him. 
What he had feared even to remember, was now devouring him 
with the hot tides of its venom. 


Pun ! Oh, Puri~— unbearable torture, fatal venom ! Namita 
had never again spoken to him after that. The charm of their 
conjugal life had slowly burnt itself into ashes : for six months 
thereafter he had only spat out venom everywhere. People had 
feared to speak to him. He had declared in public that Lord 
Krishna* was the offspring of barbarians— Ramachandra and 
his kin, the bastard sons of Rushyasrunga* — Jagannath was 
only a rotten piece of neem. The Shiva Linga*was a primitive 
phallic symbol. All Devis* were symbols of women and all 
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women, wives for the taking. The scriptures were myths, the 
puranas absurd, the gods lechers !... 

This earthquake had shattered the edifice of his faith, the 
sun had been extinguished. In the house, the fevered silence 
was punctuated by dry, feeble coughs — Going inside he took 
Namita’s hands in his own. It was only a piece of bone ! Oh, he 
had not noticed how emaciated she had become. Her cyes were 
sunken, her face shrunk, she was racked by an intermittent 
cough, her body fevered. Seeing her he was shaken. Within 
fifteen days in the isolated room at the hospital he could hear 
death’s cold summons in that dry cough. It was a tale of slow, 
chill, lingering death. Namita had been his last support. Now a 
ship sailed the sea of his tears with its cargo of heartbreak. There 
was no end to it — the sweat, the barley water, the bloody struggle 
against the fever of death — fifteen days, and each day an age. 
Sometimes she would mutter a few unintelligible words, her 
eyes closed, smiling faintly, awaiting still another strugglc. 


In the pale shadow of daylight, in the frail struggle of the 
feeble flame of the candle, Jairam experienced, all the 
accumulated struggle and pain of human history, fought in 
pitiless deserts of darkness. Abruptly, the light of the stars and 
the planets went out : his heart stopped within him. Then there 
was only a restless, meaningless clamour and from very far off, 
Rani’s crying — possibly it meant something : he struggled 
weakly to understand what it was. 

The flood had passed. Jairam smiled : looking up hc said 
“You heard — O august gathering !” The stars glowed dimly, 
without response. Jairam had no strength left, no control over 
his mind or body. Pull out the arrows embedded in thc breast, 
and the sap of life gushes forth until the last remnants tricklc 
slowly down. 


He had spent eleven, twelve years fulfilling his 
responsibilities towards the little fledgling. The ncw placc, Kalu 
and his rickshaw, provided new values for his lifc. 
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Jairam loved Rani but was shy of ever expressing it. He 
wept, sometimes : but always in secret. After her prolonged 
illness, Rani had accepted him as her own, as a fawn in the cold 
darkness of a forest night nestles for warmth even against a 
hunter. She wept : she shrank from him : she looked fearfully at 
him with wide eyes. One day she came a little closer : Jairam 
was reading a book. She squeezed his fingers, then ran a finger 
over his shirt, then put a finger in his hair and scratched his 
head. Looking at her Jairam had smiled, possibly the happiest 
smile of his life. Rani laughed, too, and gave him a chocolate.— 
The very next day he received his promotion order. A tender 
little shoot poked its head above ground — demanding to be 
watered and nourished, giving rise to dreams about its cool 
shade. Jairam had been seized by violent emotion, by the urgent 
demands of a new responsibility, a new role; though all around 
him, everything was still unstable, the moulds of men and 
institutions still breaking apart.... 


“ __.He’s the minister’s own man; he can get away with 
anything, even murder. Politics is a competition, of bullfights, 
trickery, cheating : the shameless occupation of vote-collecting, 
by cheating the illiterate and bumpkins, distributing loincloths 
and liquor. That Babu — he is displeased because he was not 
garlanded by a girl at the ‘Kanyashram*’. And that other babu... 
he doesn’t know how many districts there are in Odisha. And 
that person, bursting with pride that he can deliver a three-hour- 
lecture, proclaims that his natural talents could not have 
developed if he had been educated, and therefore all these 
schools and colleges are worthless, unnecessary. The one who 
hops about with one leg is very powerful. He distributes 
enormous amounts of money from the funds he is in charge of. 
And these are the leaders of our country ! They gape like cattle 
at any intellectual concept — these eminently qualified 
representatives of the illiterate mass ! Statistics makes their heads 
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ring like hollow vessels. They will sign their names with a 
flourish if you tell them where to put their signatures. But their 
views make headlines in the paper — they are the storehouses of 
infinite knowledge !” Their original views on modern science ! 
Applause ! Encouragement ! Sly reporters go about singing their 
praises so that they may earn two square meals a day, and their 
impoverished newspapers enjoy some measure of prosperity. 
Administration is run by the whims of the bureaucrats. 

The bureaucracy - the officers and the clerks ! Jairam 
knew them well, every one of them. There were a few 
conscientious fools among them. Given the opportunity, they 
too would be as eager to sink their teeth into the kill as anyone 
else. One gentleman, for example, had five buildings right in 
the state capital; another opened his coffers every fortnight and 
showered his daughter and son-in-law with money. A man 
without greed ! Since they cannot deposit their money in the 
bank, they scatter it around in this fashion... But they go to the 
temple on Mondays, clad in silk, to offer ‘Bel*’ leaves to 
Lingaraj*. Some recite Bagala Mantra*, others ‘Basikaran 
Mantra*’ — Some go through the civil list to discover what 
relationships can be established with the higher-ups. All of them 
educate their children to be doctors, engineers and L.A.S. 
officers... Education has become a kind of fashion. This has 
come very near to farce even. One of the loafers who lounge 
around the cinema is a professor and his friends go around 
declaring the fact. So, he rewards them with his favours, with 
cigarettes, with slips of copy. His ;house is well-stocked with 
various kinds of bottles; many college going girls remain 
unmarried because of him. He writes modern poetry too !...over 
there... the clamour that’s going on... they are paying their 
tribute to their teacher; for that poor old man has pronounced 
obscene words, out of habit ~ truth, virtue, justice ! Eessh, pour 
petrol over him and set him on fire, drive stakes through his 
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body ! This is the homage paid by his pupils. He’s received a 
head injury; he has to be dragged in a rickshaw to the hospital... 
That’s another bedlam. The boss was in charge of a leprosy 
hospital, and had constructed a three-lakh building. His specialty 
is the proper utilization of foreign money and medicines. He 
has set up a business with the meagre amount of only five lakhs 
to enable his sons and daughters to earn their living... Of late, 
he has renounced all this and joined politics in order to serve 
the public. In the government hospital, they all doze. Liquids of 
various colours are distributed, expensive and rare medicines 
obtained from abroad are sold in the open market at half their 
prices in the interests of the public. The rooms in the hospital 
are insufficient in number; moreover, they leak. The roof had 
been laid in the presence of the Chief Engineer himself, mixing 
fourteen parts of sand with one part of cement, the contractor 
makes sure that fourteen generations of his descendants will 
not go hungry; and the country, too, benefits by it. Everyone 
from the peon onwards to the ‘Hakim*’ behind his desk profits 
from every mile of national highways laid at government 
expense. The poverty-stricken tribals of Koraput* and 
Sundargarh* remain as miserable as before. A businessman 
cheats, a lawyer cheats, a goldsmith cheats. Not to cheat is sheer 
stupidity, an offence, these days. The cut-throat game of double- 
crossing keeps people engaged for their whole life. 


Jairam breathed deeply and opened his eyes. The storm 
had passed, leaving him tired, lonely, and helpless. The sky 
seemed to have acquired a depth of even greater immensity; it 
grew darker and more alien. The stars were even brighter than 
before and drifted farther apart. His mind, travel-sore and weary, 
went back, nevertheless, half-way into the stream of his life, 
wishing to see it from a distance, and to be tossed up and down 
in it... Rani’s education went on, despite so many events. Her 
clothes had to be sewed; her shoes, umbrella, compass, 
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pencil, etc., etc. He returned for lunch at one o’clock as usual. 
Rani had also returned. He saw her shoes and umbrella, but she 
wasn’t sitting in the drawing room, reading the paper with the 
radio turned on as was her habit. He called her --“‘Rani, Rani”’- 
but there was no answer. The cook came and stood before him. 
She said — “Rani won’t be coming, Babu ! ” Jairam stared at 
her, unbuttoning his shirt, and laughed loudly. He said—- ‘Well, 
is she sulking ? Arre, 1°11 get her dress tomorrow.” 
“No, Babu, Ranima....” 


Jairam’s heart missed a beat. He said- “Tell me, what 
happened ?” 


She only smiled and hid her face, her eyes trying to say 
everything for her. Only after many hints and gestures could 
Jairam understand. He breathed sharply, without knowing it. 
He averted his gaze, his eyes brimming. 


Another day, Rani brought him his coffee. Jairam looked up 
and saw someone clad in a very familiar Kanjivaram* saree — a 
very familiar face smiling at him. The coffee almost fell from 
his hands. He laughed, to hide his start of surprise — a laugh full 
of tears, full of pathos. Rani looked so very gracetul as she 
stood there and said- “I got this from Bou’s trunk — it’s beautiful, 
isn’t it ?” Jairam’s eyes were cast down : in reply he only laughed 
a little; he may have wept, as well. 

She had written recently from Kakinada : she was very 
happy. She knew her Nana would not get leave from his office 
~— the two of them would take leave and come to visit him. “No, 
no, never- it won’t do at all for you to come here” — Jairam 
shook his head in disapproval. 


The old currents of the past merged with those of the 
present. It was already very latc. Slowly, Jairam rose to go home. 
For some reason he remembered the man of the neighbouring 
village— he had won two elections from his arca. It was truc 
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that he had constructed houses, purchased lands; but now he 
had been flung aside like a discarded mango peel. His son 
thought, even now, that he was a minister’s son — he drank, 
gambled with his friends. One day he had knocked his father to 
the floor, demanding money. It would have been all over for the 
old man if that ‘Bauri*’ youth had not chanced to be present 
there. Sitting astride the old man’s chest, the son hammered 
blows on him. The young ‘Bauri*’ was telling him all about it. 
He also spoke about the old man Samantray, the doctor. He 
went about everyday in a rickshaw with his fifty years of 
experience and a Madrasi leather bag. He was sinking, now, 
after his continuous war against so many kinds of diseases. His 
sight was poor; he had become hard of hearing. When he suffered 
from back pain he went on giving his patients medicines, lying 
in a bed. Professor Das - to this day, when he walked by — even 
the most ruffianly student bowed in respect. The lawyer Mujibur 
Khan had never taken recourse to falsehood in earning his living. 

In one corner of Jairam’s consciousness these few 
individuals embodying certain old values stood out even now, 
like mountain peaks rising above the flood that had submerged 
all else. But in another corner, opposed to these stood an array 
of demons. Everyone shared Jayant Parida’s capability, to a 
degree. It seemed, if ever there was a conflict between them 
and truth or virtue, they were the ones who would emerge 
victorious. Like animals, they would tear anyone, anything, apart 
with their fangs, for their own selfish interests. For them, no 
such considerations as morality existed. They were, each of 
them, an archetype of monstrous self-interest. With a start, he 
remembered the Mangaraj family. He knew that Biswambar was 
missing, also he knew of the comforters thronging around Sujata. 
Bidyadhar Ray had recently been offered a job — at three hundred 
rupees a month. For one thousand rupees he would gladly 
abandon this business. There was no such ideal that would not 
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sell itself off for a handful of rice from the Kauravas*. In spite 
of everything man went on in the same old grind, for the sake 
of a few more years of life. He switched his tastes in ideals, just 
as he switched his tastes in food — shameless creature ! An 
elephant would die of hunger rather than eat dried fish; a lion 
would starve rather than touch shrews; but man would even 
stoop to eat the droppings of swine, if the need arose ! This 
animal, despite its rationality, does not know how to die; and, 
therefore, does not know how to live. 

Anger, insult, disgust and despondency swirled past him, 
the wind swept away a few helpless leaves. These skies, these 
stars — so strange, so meaningless; so relentless a world, and its 
men. An endless horizon and an enormous void engulfed Jairam. 
He stood gazing into the starlight. If he went ahead, a row of 
mean little rented houses, and a few meaningless walls and 
verandahs, a few broad grins of unwanted friendship; if he 
retraced his steps, a few lanes and faces, unfamiliar and 
meaningless. Here, nothing had any significance, — neither 
motion, nor direction nor even existence. Jairam’s eyes drooped, 
the anguish of his heart deepened, his limbs hung limp like 
tendrils in the tremulous air. Here, you need no eyes; this is a 
blind force, a dark current in which you are a straw having no 
motion of your own; once you fall into it, you are overpowered 
and lost..... The current too has no control over itself, something 
pushes it from behind.... 

A deep anguish burned through him and left him a mere 
shadow of a man. His past, its memories and all that were 
associated with it had collapsed. It was by sheer habit that he 
had accepted his identity as ‘Jairam’, and everything that was 
associated with it~ things and individuals. But now when he 
saw them from a distance, life appeared to be strange and 
mysterious. 
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The thought had taken him unawares many a time. There 
had been moments when a sense of nothingness, a sense of 
loneliness had engulfed him, alienated him from this world, 
snapping its manifold ties, seizing him with a cold 
impersonality... Jairam glanced at the light post once again ! 
Then he turned his gaze at the stars twinkling afar off. 


It matters little. It’s the same, whether you belong to this 
world or the other; when there is no difference between the 
two. There are only two regions in a world totally alien — east 
and west; no opposition, nor any difference. The mind, too, has 
no opposition nor any conflict; for each holds nothingness. He 
tightened his grip just to be sure that the fingers were his own. 
From far hehind came the noise of the mike. He could hear. 
Jayant’s.voice; he was reminded of the frail ideals of Bidyadhar 
Ray, Biswambar, Sujata, Rosy, Bimal and the rest — men and 
women of a society falling apart. Far away there were Rani and 
her husband. His village, the neighbouring village, and a 
thousand other nearby villages... This city and the other... many 
more cities... alleys full of starving dogs — sick cows, . 
crawling masses of animal and human off spring... Butchers, 
doctors, lawyers, goldsmiths — men of diverse occupations, 
diverse tastes and diverse motives... No time to look back, no 
time to look areund... Yet, they live huddled together in one 
common herd, hardly aware that they could tear each other apart 
if the need arose. 


A deep sense of alienation bore him away from the feverish 
din. But he was not able to turn away his face. He had no fear 
for the uncertain and the unknown; rather this old familiar world 
could be more formidable. All his ties were severed — even 
then.... 


Even then, the cattle always return to their dark, filthy 
barns. It was after twelve o’clock when Jairam returned to his 
rented house in the night. 


bf bf bf He 
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The hospital verandah was deserted at one o0’clock in the 
afternoon. Sick and healthy alike dozed, while outside, the sun 
was on its usual fierce patrol. From the operation theatre two 
stretcher-bearers emerged in their khaki shorts, their rubber 
shoes whispering softly on the smooth cement floor. A little 
boy’s head, swathed in an enormous bandage and his pale, 
bloodless little feet nodded on the stretcher. It was difficult to 
tell which side of grave he was on. They moved away, dragging 
their feet, like masked priests carrying offerings for some deity. 

Bidyadhar Ray had waited for quite some time on the 
long hospital bench. His face was clouded with worry. Scenes 
passed before his eyes behind their thick-lensed spectacles. The 
very air seemed to be laden with human misery. Bidyadhar Ray 
was troubled by many questions. 


Sujata — a daughter of his family. Mayadhar Ray was six 
years younger than him. He had died in that special cabin over 
there, surrounded by a throng of khaki uniforms. 


Bidyadhar Ray had come to see him three or four times, 
as he lay there in a coma. At all costs, he had come to see his 
brother, for whom he used to pick guavas from the tree; whom, 
he had brought to Cuttack for his studies, comforting him when 
it was time for him to go back; but in the hospital, no one cared 
to call him inside or asked him to sit. His sister-in-law turned 
her face from him. Even then Bidyadhar Ray stood at the door, 
and had a look at his brother. Mayadhar’s features, his eyes — 
his nose, his forehead, seemed to call out ‘Bida Bhai’ as always — 
but he turned and walked away. He didn’t even wish to ask 
anyone what was the matter with Mayadhar Ray. The Gandhi 
cap could not quite cover the three-inch scar behind his ear. 
Mayadhar Ray had thrown his glass of wine at him, at eleven in 
the night. In his drunkenness his kick hit the gate. But Bidyadhar 
Ray had never returned after that kick. Why ? — Oh, the reasons 
were plenty ! Bidyadhar Ray did not have a job and therefore, 
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was not fit to live. Who was he to find fault with the S.P. saheb, 
if he drank, or took bribes ? What right had he to ask why Sujata 
should return so late in the night with Jayant, or why his sister- 
in-law went out every day in the car with Kartar Mian, the driver; 
God knows where ? But even then.... 

But even then... Bidyadhar Ray came to hear that morning 
that Sujata lay senseless in her house. Biswambar had not 
returned since two and a half months. Many hours after he had 
brought Sujata, drenched with blood, to the hospital, Moolchand 
had driven up in his car. Bidyadhar Ray, sitting motionless, had 
merely waved him away, in silence. 

Sujata — Sujata was his niece. She had dropped and broken 
the cup one day, while bringing him coffee : she used to entreat 
him to get ‘lichus*? for her from the market : She looked so 
pretty with her long braid when she was in college ! and today 
her life was in peril ! 

Bidyadhar Ray shifted his position on the bench. He had 
sent telegrams to Saroj, and to Digambar Mangaraj. They should 
shoulder their own responsibilities — and then Bidyadhar Ray,the 
social worker could consider his duty done, work finished. Saroj 
would not acknowledge him as his uncle, nor would Digambar 
Mangaraj accord him the respect due to him as a ‘Samudi*’. 
Saroj had returned to his village after three months’ 
imprisonment for gambling and had opened a bookshop. In the 
name of releasing his mother’s ornaments from the pawnbroker, 
he had sold his land and gambled away the money. Mother and 
son lived on the seven hundred rupees, they got as rent of the 
two buildings in Bhubaneswar; and the rice from the village — 
it covered the cost of liquor, snow and powder. They believed 
that it was apparently Bidyadhar Ray who was responsible for 
their present condition. He had allegedly planned to live off his 
sister-in-law’s money; and Mayadhar Ray had been the subject 
of a probing committee only because of the lies and rumours 
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spread by his own brother; and Mayadhar Ray died of blood 
pressure brought on by the insult and anger. This was his uncle ! 
Digambar Mangaraj, scared of the government, had got his lands 
registered in the name of several persons — now they had grabbed 
those lands — he now depended on the lands in his own village. 
The old man must be running out of fishheads, fine rice and 
ghee, by now. He had been furious with Biswambar for many 
years now; he still retained a strip of land for the henpecked, 
worthless son, but had abandoned all hopes for him. He relied 
on his younger son Somnath, now, to become a big doctor after 
finishing college. Sujata had been to the village once and went 
around everywhere with her slippers on, even in the kitchen 
and the room where the family gods were enthroned. Since then 
he hadn’t allowed his daughter-in-law into the house. But his 
two grandchildren were the apple of his eye. He sent a cartload 
of presents for them every month. One day, Nidhi Dalei, the 
gumasta* of the Mangaraj family for thirty years, came in tears 
and said that the lady of the house had beaten him and driven 
him out. Banchha, too, had similarly been with them for many 
years. Digambar Mangaraj had not eaten the day he heard all 
this. He cut off all ties with his son, daughter-in-law, and 
grandchildren ~ everyone. Mayadhar Ray’s daughter had ruined 
the honour of his family : his son Biswambar was dead to him. 
And Bidyadhar Ray ? Mayadhar Ray’s brother ? Humph ! who 
cares for him ! 

The heat was fierce. The hospital was almost empty. On 
the dead branch of a Kaniar* a drongo perched, panting, sticking 
out its tongue. A midwife ran out of the operation theatre- 
“Please come, the case is serious !” 

Bidyadhar Ray was inside the operation theatre before he 
quite realized what was happening. A number of shadows in 
white masks ringed a red table. their eyes were clear, yet tired 
and strained. A face showed from one end of the red blanket, 


149 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


government issue — Bidyadhar Ray recognized it but could not 
believe his eyes. Someone said — “It’s nothing to be worried 
about. There was a lot of blood loss because of the delay in 
bringing her here. This always happens with forced abortion. 
We are continuing a blood transfusion -- but all the close relatives 
should be here. Please send for her husband, at once.” 


Bidyadhar Ray suddenly felt very weak. Darkness 
surrounded him. He may have said, unknown to himself, “Of 
course, of course ! He has to be called here, first of all”... Then 
his head hung down, his forehead creased with care. He came 
away, head bowed, unable to decide what to say or do. Eight 
pairs of eyes followed him to the door, then looked at each other. 
Someone spoke again ~— “The old man was hurt a great deal, 
possibly,but what to do ? There was nothing else for it. Anyway — 
be on guard : start the second bottle of blood when this one’s 
finished. 1°11] return after lunch.” 


Outside, the heat was scorching. Bidyadhar Ray stood on 
the edge of the verandah, one hand on his hip, looking down, 
wondering what to do, what would happen ! Just then he seemed 
to hear the sound of some light footsteps approaching. He would 
have turned but two cars came whizzing through the hospital 
gate. The footsteps stopped very near him, whoever it was 
turning to look at the cars. The tall, hefty men who got down 
from the cars — one of them seemed to be Moolchand. But who 
was it who led the rest ? Saroj ? But Saroj never had such large 
moustaches, such unkempt hair or long sideburns. With such 
hollow eyes it was difficult to recognize anyone — and yet it 
was Saroj, without doubt. He seemed to approach, and enquire — 
“Well, how’s the case ?” But before Bidyadhar Ray could say 
anything the owner of the footsteps behind him said in a familiar 
voice — “No, it’s nothing to be very worried about, but still then 
it’s quite serious !” It meant that Saroj had not asked him 
anything, even looked at him. Neither did anyone else look at 
him or ask him anything.... 


150 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


The sound of footsteps and voices passed by him, someone 
said — “Jayant Babu couldn’t come, he was in such trouble— he 
suddenly received the news that the Assistant Engineer Bimal 
Babu, is critically ill in the Lulung dak bungalow. His wife was 
in tears, he cannot bear to see anyone suffer. So he was compelled 
to take leave today, and went off with her in the car...” “Went 
off with who ?”’ asked Moolchand, perhaps — “Bimal Babu’s 
wife !”’ There was a tiny rasp of sound as Moolchand flicked 
away his half-smoked cigarette. His thick eyebrows rushed 
together, seeming.to confer among themselves, then resumed 
their positions. He turned around and left to join the others. 


Dr. (Miss) Sulochana may have asked near the operation 
theatre — “Are you Biswambar Mangaraj ? I’m Dr. Miss 
Sulochana.” It seemed that many people were laughing around 
him — but it was only Moolchand, his laugh carrying a hundred 
different implications. Then came the whispers of many 
footsteps passing down the corridor. The door shut silently. 
Bidyadhart Ray stepped slowly down, and back into the past. 


On-the hot, bare road he felt as if he couldn’t even see 
one step in front of him. A crowd of memories pressed upon 
him. Head hung, hands clasped behind his back, Bidyadhar Ray, 
the revolutionaty servant of the people, and social reformer, 
walked slowly on. He might have to collect funds personally : 
this very Moolchand had apparently sent word that he would 
contribute three thousand rupees. He had also offered to pay 
three hundred rupees a month to look over his shop’s accounts 
for two-three hours every evening. 

Suddenly Bidyadhar Rav stamped on the ground and 
halted. His graying eyebrows shot upward. From everywhere — 
the blank, bare sun, the deserted road, he heard a terrible cry — 
“No, no, there’s no other way— you cannot hope to live unless 
you stand with folded hands before Moolchand. He may 
dishonour you, drag you anywhere he pleases by the ring in 
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your nose — because he gives you the alms, which will keep you 
alive ! How else can you live ? No, no, no !” 

Even under the oppression of his years, the old man strode 
defiantly down the hot road, the slanting afternoon sunlight 
bright before his eyes. It was as if there was still some powder 
left in the old man, that would explode even now, if you set a 
match to it. 


He He He He 


The lonely jungle road wound upward, full of curves. The 
whole jungle crowded around it, thrusting forward to watch the 
traveller. Familiar neem, ‘jamu*’, tamarind and mango trees 
stood shoulder to shoulder, holding back a mass of tiny plants 
and undergrowth. A little higher up was a small plateau. The 
road wasn’t so steep after that. Travellers stopped to rest here, 
halfway up the ‘ghat*’, to have a drink of water, relax a little. 
Engines no longer groaned so loudly in protest. A great many 
people believed that ‘Ghatamangala*’ dwelt there, and there is 
even a temple there, of brick and lime mortar with a priest, 
vermilion and a brass tray. Some would fling a two-paise coin 
there if they felt like it, others would move on, indifferently. As 
for the people in cars, their case was different. They never 
glanced that way at all. Getting up that mountain absorbed all 
their attention. 


That night, Biswambar Mangaraj had run wildly on until 
he dropped. He found that he had crossed the ‘Gora Kabar*’, 
the leper colony and gone some way into the forest. The force 
he tried to escape was within him, goading him on. Fear, anger, 
insult exploded within him every moment. Tears hot as molten 
lava streamed from his eyes, from the very depths of his heart. 
Beneath his sweat-drenched moustaches his teeth seemed to 
thirst for the blood of the kill. He did not know where he was 
going : he had no control over his own movement. Biswambar 
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ran on in the mad tempest of his rage, goaded on the moment 
he slowed down by a blood-curdling, demoniac laughtcr from 
the depths of hell. He tore out handfuls of his own hair, beat his 
breast, tried to throttle himself... he was being whipped by a 
serrated lash ! He sprawled on all fours — a bundle of nerve and 
muscle boiling with rage — Eessh, the effeminate ! 


Dawn was only a few hours away. All around, in the thick 
forest, there was only a stealthy silence. A great wind roared 
past shaking the outspread branches of the great trees on thc 
mountain tops. The entire universe seemed to hammcr in a 
tremendous, pulsing rhythm against his eardrums : his face 
burnt : every pore of his body seemed to be on fire. 


A distant reverberation sounded through the mountain. A 
truck wheezed and roared up the mountain. Biswambar’s breath 
caught, he felt he was an escaped convict — was the truck coming 
to catch him, put him back in jail ? The truck seemed to slow 
down ~- it would stop — the door spring open, the driver leap 
out ! And from the back, Appayya, Lakhmi, Sujata, Jayant — 
they would drag him back, they would strip him naked in public 
and everyone, would stone him and jeer — “The eunuch, he can’t 
handle his own woman, throw your shoes in his face, spit on 
him, why doesn’t he die, what’s he living for ?” Jayant would 
put his arm around Sujata, in front of everyone, and Sujata would 
turn around and go off with him. Appayya would open his mouth 
and hiss soundless curses. And among the big shots, faces both 
well-known and alien, even Jairam Babu would hang his head 
and walk away. And she would erupt into shnill laughter — 
Lakhmi, Appayya’s woman. 

Biswambar leapt up as if he had been whipped. The truck 
had disappeared somewhere long ago. He looked around —- a 
mocking voice seemed to yell — “Aren’t you the son of Digambar 
Mangaraj son of a Saanta ? How come you are here, heh-heh, 
what are you doing here ?” Shut up, you bastard ! Biswambar 
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tore the shirt off his back, tore it into shreds, flinging the scraps 
like lumps of cotton, across the road. The pitiless voice sounded 
once more -- “Heh, heh, aren’t you the Head Assistant in some 
office ?” Take that, you bastard — slaps and fisticuffs rained on 
the face and neck — 

— “Aren’t you the son-in-law of Mayadhar Ray himself, 
the Superintendent of Police ?” 

Tears of rage spurted from Biswambar’s eyes. He sank 
his teeth into his own arm, grunting like an animal, raked the 
stony earth with his fingers. Blood flowed from his gums, his 
nails. 

“You have passed your B.A.~— you get a monthly salary— 
you are the father of Chhabi and Rabi — hee, hee, — and Lakhmi 
is your mistress !” 

He leapt up from the crevice in the rock and began running 
again. The first light of morning showed on the mountain peaks. 


At about one o’clock in the afternoon — or even later — the 
priest of the Ghatamangala temple came down from his hut. He 
found someone lying on the ground, clasping the sacrificial altar- 
stone, half-naked but for a dirty tattered pair of trousers. The 
stone was streaked with blood which had dripped down its sides. 
The priest hesitated to approach, fearing that someone may have 
planned to pass off the crime as his doing. ..or had dragged him 
here and left him after a fall from some moving vehicle. Oh, all 
night — Has virtue disappeared entirely from the world, how can 
this world go on in the absence of piety. “Jay Ma Mangala,” he 
said, and dragged him around to the rear verandah. He felt that 
the young man had suffered a lot, had been completely ruined, 
for which he had taken refuge in Mangala; smashed his head. 

Biswambar Mangaraj’s face was pulped and bloody, as if 
by repeated blows from a brass flower vase. His palms were 
bloody : the tips of his fingers raw, the flesh scraped off. His 
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teeth were clenched : he had lost consciousness. Does it always 
hurt so much when you call a worthless person worthless, to 
his face ? Perhaps it does hurt ! When you fling a fireball at a 
person it generally burns him : but try to suppress it, it would 
burn you completely. A snake within a glass cage will bite itself 
to pieces : but it cannot smash the glass walls. Biswambar had 
not known that the simple, trusting, generous son of a ‘saant’ 
would ever be so humiliated before everybody ! How eager he 
was, even when he had known everything that was going on, to 
live with Jayant and eat the leftovers from his plate ! Eessh, 
what a fool he was ! And last of all, he thought Lakhmi had 
accepted him !... Oh, as if this was a way of taking revenge ! 
Eessh, die, die, kill yourself ! Beat your head against this stone 
red with vermilion — kill yourself ! 


Three months had elapsed since Chhabi and Rabi came 
with Banchha to their grandfather in the village. The old man 
Digambar Mangaraj had been sitting on the verandah shredding 
arecanut onto a betel leaf. Banchha had wound his ‘gamuchha*’ 
closer around his neck and stood silently before him; Chhabi 
and Rabi stood by him. 

“Well, it’s Banchha- What’s the matter ?” 


“Saante ! The matter is too grievous for words - I could 
not bear it any longer — I opened my mouth at last. They 
quarrelled terribly, neither of them returned last night. I came 
away with the children - it’s no fault of theirs !” 


The day Nidhi Dalei had come back in his bullock cart, 
Digambar had resolved to cast off the rotten fruit that hung from 
the parent tree — he had even forgotten the two children. So 
now he chewed on his paan* gravely for some moments without 
speaking : Banchha shrank back, scared a litt!e.. Rabi and Chhabi 
stood as silently, stiffly, as they did at prayer : Chhabi may have 
understood something, because her eyes filled with tears and 
she scuffed her toes in the sand. 
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‘The old man sat inert for some time; then suddenly his 
eycs closed, his expression changed; he jumped up and hugged 
the children close, caressing them, chewing violently on his 
paan in order to mask his emotion. Banchha’s eyes filled with 
tears — he wiped them away;with his ‘gamuchha’ and sniffled 
into it. At last the old man spat his paan-juice out into a corner 
of the yard and said — 

“Oh, well ! Whatever Lord Jagannath ordains ! The old 
woman should have been alive now to look after these two !... 
‘Take them into the house, see what they need — take this key, 
unlock Somnath’s room and tidy it up for these two.” The 
children went inside - clinging close to Banchha. 


It was an ancient stone house. It had a wide courtyard, 
thick walls, huge polished columns of stone. Somnath was their 
uncle. He had visited them once or twice, presented them with 
biscuits, petted them. One day for some reason he left the house 
in tears, with Bou simmering with anger inside the house. When 
the room was unlocked, the children saw it was very grand 
inside — tables, chairs, the beds, all very grand. The walls were 
covered with photos. Uncle had once taken a photo of them, 
both together — Rabi said — “Chhabi, look at this photo, it’s 
probably that one !” That night they had fried fish eggs and 
curry with grandfather and went to sleep in uncle’s room. 
Grandfather looked around the room once and smiled in 
approval — *‘‘Good, now sleep tight !” Banchha spread his mat 
bcfore the doorway and lay down. 

Everything was a little new and exciting; the next morning 
Banchha, smiling, brought in water for them to wash in — then 
the old routine began to fall into place. Both the children 
bloomed. There was a smile on Grandfather’s face, on the faces 
of all the servants and domestics — there was a new focus to 
thcir lives, a new anchor, a new meaning to the old man’s life. 
Everyone clustered around the two tender young shoots. The 
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children were absorbed in the mango plantations, fish ponds, 
plantations by the canal side, cattle herds. After a month or so, 
suddenly, sometimes, they would remember in a flash, Bapa* 
or Bou and a momentary cloud of anxiety and fear would 
dampen their joy, only to be dispelled the moment they glanced 
around their surroundings. The children jumped around in glee. 
The old man engaged a tutor to teach them until eventually they 
would be enrolled in the village school. 


One day suddenly, uncle arrived, his college closed for 
the vacations. He danced around with Chhabi and Rabi in his 
arms. A thousand things were ordered — small tables for them 
to study at, and small chairs, picture books — English, Hindi, 
Bengali, which fascinated them with pictures of strange animals. 
They didn’t want to leave their uncle’s side even for a moment. 
The three of them caught such a big trout the other day, with 
uncle’s fishing pole. Rabi insisted on carrying the fish home on 
his shoulder, clasping it even tighter when it wriggled. Everyone 
looked on in amusement and enjoyed the fun, but Rabi enjoyed 
it the most. Last of all, came uncle Somnath with the fishing 
pole over his shoulder. What a wonderful uncle ! Chhabi held 
on to his hand, asking him a thousand questions what fish ate in 
the water — how could they see inside it, who taught young fish 
to swim.... 


Three months passed like this. 


One evening they had all assembled for dinner - 
grandfather with his large tray, stool and vesse! for water, slightly 
smaller ones for uncle, and small steel utensils for Chhabi and 
Rabi which uncle had bought for tnem. They had little stools to 
sit on, too, square, yellow and polished, newly made. Banchha 
had already served food into the dishes. Grandfather came in 
from the office : Rabi and Chhabi were already seated, 
wondering why it took Grandfather so long to spit the paan 
from his mouth and gargle and wash. Uncle was standing, he 
would sit down only after Grandtather sat. 
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“Hey Rabi — What’s for dinner today ?” asked Jeje*, 
sitting down. 

The children were too busy eating to notice. After 
sometime, Jeje looked up at Chhabi and asked — “Hey, is your 
new dress ready yet ?” — “Yes” said the three in unison. But 
Rabi said abruptly, his mouth full of fish — “The dress Jayant 
uncle gave was much finer than this one.” It seemed as if 
everyone stopped still. Rabi went on eating, not noticing 
anything wrong and said- “Jayant uncle pets Chhabi a great 
deal — but me, never. The dresses he gets her are always of silk, 
brocade, twinkle* : beautiful dresses ! But all I ever get is the 
same old school uniform — navy blue shorts, white shirt — that’s 
all !” Looking up, Rabi found everyone suddenly, strangely 
silent — almost like people he had never seen before ! He felt as 
if he had suddenly let go grandfather’s hand, and wandered into 
a crowd of strangers by mistake. Grandfather, uncle, were all 
staring down at the floor. Chhabi had stopped eating... A strange 
pall had descended on them all ! Rabi had opened Bluebeard’s 
forbidden chamber — human heads were hung inside it — 
everyone feared to look inside it, and therefore it was locked all 
the time. Rabi was frightened, too, because he knew he had 
done something wrong. Jayant uncle was a bad man ~— Rabi had 
told this to Chhabi a long time ago. Only she wouldn’t admit 
it — it was wrong of him to mention his name. Just as Banchha 
had told him not to utter the word ‘snake’ at night, but what 
could he do now, he had already said it ! The whole big verandah 
seemed suddenly very lonely; he could hear the noise of the 
fish bones dropping on the floor. 


Banchha was uncomfortable in the oppressive silence that 
weighed on them. He coughed and said, ‘Saante ! shall I being 
some more fish fry ?” 
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Jeje cleared his throat and said — “No !” Then he lifted 
the vessel of water,,washed his face, put on his sandals and 
walked off. 


Uncle looked at Rabi, his eyes accusing, reproachtful. 
Chhabi assumed the role of a guardian and said to Rabi — “You’re 
getting too big for your boots — why did you talk all this nonsense 
in front of jeje ?” Uncle said to Chhabi, “All right, all right, 
he’s a child, after all; it doesn’t matter. Banchha, bring Rabi 
two nice pieces of fish fry !” 


Rabi’s eyes were full of tears, which trickled down onto 
his nose. His chest heaved. After what he had said, he would 
never have been let off so easily ! Uncle was such a nice man — 
not like Jayant uncle or Bapa. 


Uncle said, “Rabi, you must understand that the person 
you call Jayant uncle is no relation of ours. He’s a very bad 
man !” 

“Yes, he must be,” thought Chhabi and Rabi. Would such 
a nice person as uncle ever lie ? Rabi decided that he’d never 
again talk about Jayant Mausa. He must indeed be a very bad 
man, otherwise why would Jeje have left without eating ? 
Though Rabi would never agree that the dress he had brought 
had not been much finer than this one was. Oh well, it didn’t 
mean that a person was very nice just because he brought nice 
dresses.... 


Chhabi was thinking much the same thing — “How can 
you compare this dress with Jayant Mausa’s ! Even then it was 
probably only because of Jayant Mausa that Bapa and Bou 
quarrelled. And the other day... Why did Bou go to his house 
instead of going to the cinema ? My god !” Chhabi could not 
think any further — she gobbled up her food and left. 


The children did not taik much amongst themselves that 
night. Somnath uncle, too, tossed and turned in his bed late into 
the night, unable to sleep in spite of the book he was reading. 
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Upstairs, Digambar Mangaraj, too, could not sleep; he 
chewed on his paan, full of thoughts. He was himself opposed 
to the idea of Chemi staying in the house — it was Bisia Bou 
who had insisted on the plea that a maidservant would be of 
help around the house. After twenty years of suffering in her 
father’s house, her husband had returned from Assam : she had 
left for her in-laws only to nurse the sick husband for two months 
before he died, and she became a widow. She had now no one 
to turn to, she would have to work for a living somewhere, any 
way, if not here. Within a month she bloomed, like a thirsty 
young plant suddenly finding water. Her youth exuberantly 
proclaimed its charms in her countenance. Passersby turned to 
stare as she walked by —- they were only human, after all ! And 
Bisia Bou left with the infant son for her father’s house for a 
full fortnight. 


Digambar Mangaraj turned on his side. He remembered... 
The stormy night... a night that clouded all reason, permitted 
no judgement. What appetites lie lurking at the back of the mind, 
arising unexpectedly into life ! Eessh ! Chemi had taken shelter 
in your house, she was a destitute, she had no one in the world — 
Digambar Mangaraj buried his face in the pillow, trying to hide 
his shame — the shame of the last thirty years of which everyone 
in the thirty villages around knew — Mangaraj had never slipped 
up even in the prime of his youth — he had been broken by this 
calamity that had overtaken him after he had married, raised a 
family... Word spread. He was very clear about his duty to 
Chemi. But Chemi held her head high — no one could detect the 
slightest trace of regret or shame on her face. That son was 
Jayant, the fruit of his sin — the offspring of the widowed 
daughter-in-law of one Parida family~ Jayant Parida. 


The outrage destroyed his family, his household. His wife 
did not speak to him. It was twelve years after Biswambar that 
Somnath was born. The year before that Chemi took poison 
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and died. And people talked about that, too — the Havildar came 
and asked all manner of questions. Twelve years of quarrelling 
had ended there — Oh, Bisia Bou* may be weak but how adamant 
she could be ! She died cursing him when 
Somnath was barely three months old. “Now you look after 
yourself, your family —~ I was an obstacle : now I am leaving 
your path clear. There will be no one now to object even if you 
keep a dozen women.” Digambar Mangaraj had caught her hand 
in his, saying — ‘No, no, please don’t be so unjust. Don’t you 
know how many times i have repented of my crime before you ? 
Why are you so merciless ?” But she was not there any longer 
to hear him. And Mangaraj, God knows why, turned Jayant out 
of the house. Since then no one had heard him or seen him 
happy : many days passed, covering the old wounds with layers 
of time, with other events; people began to forget, stopped 
talking. The Mangaraj establishment regained its former glory. 
From time to time he heard of Jayant, of his studies, his 
scholarship — he would blush a little, wishing to assert proudly 
his share in the matter, but fearful to acknowledge it in public. 
Then Biswambar’s wedding — a memorable event. Even though 
he had heard of the intimacy between Jayant and Biswambar, 
he had never protested — they were, after all, blood brothers. He 
was startled when Jayant, as part of the bride’s household, came 
and bowed before him on the wedding day, was it Chemi who 
stood before him ? Complexion as fair as hers. The same sharp 
nose, jet-black eyes and brows, teeth, sparkling like buds of 
jasmine, the same dimpling when he smiled. 

Digambar Mangaraj sat up on the bed with the suddenness 
of lightning. His eyes were wide and staring — his mouth hung 
open, his whole body racked by violent tremors. 

He staggered down somehow to Somnath’s room. 
Somnath had turned up the lamp and was reading something. 
He did not know of his father’s arrival. Chhabi and Rabi were 
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fast aslcep. The old man stared with the same bulging eyes at 
Chhabi’s facc. He trembled cven morc : putting his hand on his 
mouth, he stumbled out. Somnath woke up from the faint, thin 
light slcep that had ovcrtakcn him and shouted- “Who is it ? — 
Father ?” At thc threshold, Digambar Mangaraj fell to the floor 
as if hc had bccn axed. Somnath reached him with a single bound 
and lifted him up. “What happened, what happened ?” asked 
Banchha, gctting to his fect and groping around beforc holding 
up the old man. The servant boy also came running up. 


They laid the old man on his bed and fanned him -- it was 
a very long time beforc he regained consciousness. He only 
stared, unablc to say anything. Everyone felt guilty, 
apprchensive. Sccing Somnath, the old man said, “Send for 
Biswambar Biswambar !” Somnath felt even more helpless, 
terrified. Taking the old man’s hand in his, he said- ‘““Whatis it, 
fathcr, why arc you so shocked ?” Digambar was very restive; 
tossing and turning hc said, “No, no, it cannot be, it’s 
impossible Biswambar will hack her down if he knows — I 
know him, hc will hack her down —- Beware ! send for 
Biswambar.” 


The old man’s chest heaved violently, his forchead was 
covered with sweat. Banchha ran off to fetch the Headmaster 
from ‘Tala Sahi’ : he knew homeopathy. Somnath sat down, 
helpless, not knowing what to do. The old man glared wildly 
around. 


“No TI cut you down... Aaa....” His body arched 
upward likc a bow  “Bisu is innocent, no onc can touch him... 
Bcwarc ! Kill me, thc fault is minc., the fault is minc....” 

It'd bc an hour beforc thc Headmaster would arrivc. The 
old man was a little normal now, possibly he was aslccp. 

Chhabi and Rabi had bccn woken up by the noise; they 
wcrc frightened, and slipped noisclessly into the room, standing 
by grand fathcr’s bedsidc. 
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Suddenly Digambar Mangaraj’s eycs opened widc. Seeing 
Chhabi, he stared and trembled once again, emitting a fcarful 
cry that made everyonc’s ears ring. Ic grabbed Chhabi’s throat 
with his massive hands, gnarled and cnormous as tree trunks; 
frothing at the mouth, he scrcamed  “Chemi, Ill hack you into 
pieces, you cannot live in the house of my forefathers Aaahh !” 


Somnath, screamed; Banchha and Rabi screamed, fighting 
to tear loose the old man’s grasp. Chhabi writhed likc a hooked 
fish, her eyes turned in, her tongue protruded, hcr face turned 
green. Oh, how terrible ! With great difficulty they frced hor. 


Chhabi collapsed, her limbs trembling : two of them lifted 
and carried her into another room. Digambar Mangaraj lay 
senseless, like a block of wood. Chhabi’s body burned with 
fever, she gasped violently, continuously. Rabi went on calling 
her name, scared out of his wits. Khuntia, the Headmastcr, was 
himself speechless with fright. Somnath ran from room to room 
in bewilderment. 


Chhabi’s temperature went on increasing. She lost control 
of her sphincters and urinated on the bed. Somnath was vcry 
young, after all— his head whirled, he collapsed into a chair. 
Hearing Rabi shouting, he looked up Rabi was holding 
Chhabi’s face tightly in both hands, saying “‘Chhabi, I won’t 
throw your crown of brocade away. I’m wearing it, look !” Rabi's 
face was twisted, tears rolling down his cheeks. Banchha was 
sobbing like a child. 


Something occurred to Somnath -- he ran outsidc, and 
set off with his bicycle. Nidhi Dalei barred his way. “Young 
master, where are you going so latc in thc night ? Let me comc 
with you.” 

“No, no, there’s no time - you keep watch hcre, all of 
you. I’11 return here with Bhaina* by morning with the doctor.” 
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He wobbled off uncertainly on the bicycle. The road was 
patched with starlight. Let it be ! There was no time — one 
shouldn’t spoil an auspicious start. Lightning flashed in the sky, 
somewhere far off.... 

By the time Nidhi Dalei went inside the house, the clouds 
were rumbling with thunder. 

Half the village had turned up now, and sat silently on the 
verandah, whispering amongst themselves. “The old man’s 
apparently out of his senses, he throttled his grand-daughter to 
death without being aware of it — Oh, the sin of killing a child — 
far more heinous than killing a Brahmin.” 

Someone else said ~— “No, no, the child is like this because 
she was frightened — her ‘Atma Purusha*’ is disturbed : she’ll 
be all right when it calms down.” 

“Everything will be all right, if only they offer ‘Jalasayi*’ 
to God Subarnameru* in the morning : invoke him, and the 
gods will be appeased. All this is the effect of an evil sinful 
planet, you know.” 

Someone said from the corner— “Huh, Subarnameru’s 
temple is being defiled all the time. His priest is steeped in sin. 
All he does is to arrange liquor for the big shots. The god is no 
longer there in his sanctum sanctorum, to listen to your prayers.” 

Four or five voices spoke in unison out of the darkness — 
in complete agreement — “Huh, as if the deity was there any 
longer in the sanctum sanctorum....” 

“Khuntia has been treating the case; he’ll surely cure it if 
he tries. Didn’t he cure the sore ear of Nisa Behera’s daughter 
with a single dose of his medicine ?” 

“Huh, didn’t Shankara’s woman die of those sugar pills ? 
Was her diabetes ever cured ? All the bastards arc cheats.” 

“Hey — hey, not so loud !” 
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“And why not 7? {*m not scared of anyone... That bastard 
of a government doctor is the same. All he’ll ever give you, 
after all the trouble and anxiety of a trip across the river, is 
coloured liquids. If you go to his house you’lil have to pay five 
rupees, first of all, for his appearance, and then he’ll prescribe 
twenty rupees’ worth of medicine — pills, tablets, liquids to shove 
down your throat every three hours, four hours — for ali the 
difference it makes in the end. No one can cure diseases any 
longer : all they care about is making money.” 


The subdued conversation went on in the darkness. It’s 
not easy to recognize a person by his voice. It was as if these 
disembodied truths, invisible by daylight, now flickered like 
lightning through the darkness of midnight, prodding the half- 
slumbering, half-vigilant consciousness of men. 

The clouds have gathered now, dark and dense, across 
the sky, blotting out the stars. Someone said, “‘Let’s go, we’l! 
return in the morning.” 


“Let’s go, yes, come on.”~ another four or five persons 
rose to go. 

A voice spoke from out of the darkness. “If you’re so 
keen on going, why did you come in the first place ? Aren’t we 
all staying together in the same village ? Aren’t we going to 
stand by each other when times are hard ? You may dismiss the 
gods and doctors — but aren’t we ali subject to disease, 
misfortune ?” It was the same voice which nad spoken of 
Subarnameru. 

Even though they had at! risen to go, they came back, out 
of an unknown fear, and sat down again. The old man’s ravings 
were audible again through the silence. 

“Chem:, stand aside — catch her, catch her, she’ll sink her 
fangs in Bisu’s throat— watch out, watch out, that’s the seat of 
my family gods — don’t touch it, Ill hack you into pieces !” 
Sweat broke out from every pore of the old man’s body. 
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Water would not pass Chhabi’s lips. Khuntia frowned in 
worry at her pulse rate. Rabi resisted all attempts to take him 
down to the ground floor. Somnath put him to bed; he was still 
wearing his brocadc crown. 

‘The storm was drawing on : the wind began to blow. 
Everyone rosc from the verandah and went into the drawing 
room, some into Somnath’s room : someone paused by the stone 
columns, measuring how high and wide they were. 


Khuntia rosc from time to time to dust a few pills into the 
old man’s mouth, then sank back in his chair. The storm would 
break any moment now. Dawn was not far off, either. The 
thunder rumbled. in the house Digambar Mangaraj’s frail chest 
heaved, and Chhabi’s weak little ribs rose and fell. 


All voices, all lament, became one with those of the wind 
and darkness. It was as if everything waited in hushed 
expectation of some honoured guest : every corner of the house 
was filled with this expectancy. The villagers huddled together 
in fear, waiting for the dawn. They could scarcely believe that 
through this terrible darkness and tempest, the sun would ever 
make its way, unvanquished. 


He He ¢ He 


Moolchand Sondhi sat in his special audience chamber, 
the doors closed. Everything was expensive, tasteful — the 
cxcellent carpet, the even more excellent and expensive sofa, 
the oil paintings in the corner. Moolchand himself perfectly 
suited his surroundings -- elegant, expensive, civilized. But 
among the persons sprawled carelessly on the sofa, some were 
not of such elegant appearance. Someone had a two-inch knife 
scar on his cheek : someone’s moustaches were as stiff and 
bristling as copper wire. Their dress was outlandish. It was as if 
some beggars had found their way into an excellently furnished 
room and had sat down there in all innocence, and the owner 
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has magnanimously forgiven them their effrontcry... But several 
of them, again, were as handsome as film stars. That one, for 
examplc, with his grey hair and distinguished features, could 
be Professor so and so; and the other onc with his diamond 
rings and earrings, golden necklace and silken Punjabi, could 
be the prosperous owner of three or four mills. 


Moolchand Sondhi stubbed out his cigarcttc, laced his 
fingers behind his head and began - “Wocll, then, so this time 
it’s Rajan’s turn ! Well, Rajan, what do you say ? It’s thrce years 
at the most, but we can easily get you off the hook within six 
months. They’ve ordered you to take them fivc hundred tolas 
of gold biscuits strapped to your thigh. You’ll have to return on 
the twenty-seventh, in a special bogey of the Madras Mail. 
They’1I be waiting for you at Cuttack station to arrest you. They”II 
have a photographer. They’ll all have come according to the 
programme. After that there’1Il be no problem for you. 1°11] meet 
you in the lock-up the day after, with the Inspector. Beware, 
you must givc no indication at all that you know me. The 
Inspector has been told of the case through Ramsuvag... Not 
everyone knows that I’m involved. Just let yourscl!f be arrested 
this time according to thcir instructions, and thcre’1l bc no once 
to stop our trafficking for the next six months cven if we do it 
right out in the open Money will be sent to your son's garage. 
You will get a salary of fiftcen hundred rupces a month and 
another five hundred cxtra as jail special ! Our man will dcliver 
the two thousand to your wifc, cvery month.” 


Rajan was thc gentleman who looked likc a distinguished 
Professor. He sattthcrce gravely for some moments before 
speaking. Moolchand said in a sharp voicc, beginning a 
conversation carried on cntirely in Hindi - -“What arc you 
thinking ?” Rajan replied politcly -- *‘Nothing Sir! { only thought 
that if I got threc ycars, how will I spend all this timc at my 
father-in-law’s* ?” Moolchand laughed out loud. But the rest 
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were silent. Turning to the man with the scarred cheek he said — 
“Well, what’s the matter with you ? Aren’t you getting enough 
with your pocket-slitting ? What happened to your gang ?” 

“The gang is working all the time, sir ! But I’m thinking 
if it wouldn’t be better to slit the bastards’ throats instead of 
their pockets. They’re all as poor as we are — otherwise I wouldn’t 
have to bring vou such ridiculous amount as one thousand, two 
thousand.” 

“Achha ! Arre, Lachhi Singh ! How much rice did you 
smuggle out ?” 

“Oh, quite 2 iarge amount — but these officers are worthless 
these days — even the big shots fight like crows over a hundred- 
rupee note. That's the trouble — you have to keep paying off 
everyone from the beginning of the chain right down to its very 
last link.” 

But Moolchand was absent-minded — he wasn’t listening 
any longer. “Ail right ! You people get going — train number 
two is due. And Rajan, you get ready.” 

“Yes, Sir, yes, huzoor*.” All of them rose and left except 
the man with the stiff, bristling moustaches. 

“Hey — you look so grave ! What’s the matter ?” 
Moolchand asked him, switching to Odia. 

“Sir, my department can’t function any longer. These 
rascals are such cunning scoundrels it’s almost impossible to 
keep them under daily surveillance and report to you.” 

“You bastard — come off it ! Fat lot of detecting you do, 
anyway, off with your mask !” 

The man slipped his plastic features off his face and head, 
laughing inanely — and stood revealed as the pop-eyed idiot 
servant of the Assistant Engineer Bimal Babu — ‘Ola.’ 

All right, what about the dak bungalow ?” 
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“The samc old story. A good game of yoga, the wholc 
night — but our little bird was very weak whcn shc rcturned.” 


“But why ? ... The chick isn’t that puny....” 


“Huzoor, you have to understand ! Jayant Babu knew that 
a professional Gujarati shikari* was camping there with a 
bearded sardarji*, and Babu, something very improper happened 
in the dak bungalow !” 

“Shut up, you bastard, talking about propriety ! What news 
about our young Jayant ? Did he give that forest contract to 
Khudiram or not ? And did Rathor Mall get that agency for 
steel sheets ?” 


Ola knew that these were old hirelings of Moolchand. 
Many business activitics went on under many assumed names. 


“Huzoor, this time there were a few problems....” 


“Why the hell ?” Moolchand was instantly suspicious — 
on guard, he looked keenly into the other’s eyes. “Come on, bc 
careful what you say. Are the officers getting the money to ensurc 
their loyalty ? Did that khadi-clad politician give the highcr- 
ups their share of the money ? Why did it take any more than 
cight hours to get Moolchand Sondhi’s documents through ? 
One lakh to the Red Cross, fifty thousand to Auroville. one and 
half lakhs to Defence... Why is there a delay in getting the photos 
published even after paying off the newspaper men ? You 
bastard, are you trying to double cross me ?” 

Before Ola could react, a slap landed on his cheek splitting 
open his lips; the blood flowed. But he burst out laughing, his 
eyes crinkling. He spokc from between clenched teeth. “This 
slave will do anything for his master, huzoor !” 

Moolchand sprang suddenly to his fcct cxtremecly 
handsome, extremcly civilized. But ‘Ola’ lay whcerc hc had 
fallen, not attempting to risc. He knew such a day would come, 
Moolchand had grabbed thc seven buildings hc had owned in 
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Gariahat in Calcutta, also the two rice mills and three 
malgodowns he had. And last of all he had even forcibly taken 
away his wife from him. But no one knew that it was Moolchand 
who was guilty : Karamat Mian had been made the scape-goat, 
and killed by Moolchand’s hirelings. Hamid had served since 
then as Moolchand’s servant at Jajpur, and even at Bimal babu’s, 
disguiscd as Ola. He was under sharp surveillance ! But within 
him burned the flames of revenge -- one day he would settle all 
thc scores. 


But it was no easy task. All about himself, Moolchand 
had raised thick, protecting walls. He could commit whatever 
crimes hc pleased - there were plenty of people to cover them 
up for him ~ they were the ones who would be jailed or hanged. 
Moolchand had money to spare to buy sheep like them. He 
could buy the entire government, if he chose, with a stack of 
brand new hundred rupees notes and his gleaming smile and 
dashing looks. He had taken the measure of every one of them 
— he kncw all the rates, who charged how much for a job. 
Jayant thought Moolchand was his friend — the stupid fool ! 
Moolchand- could finish him off with a snap of his fingers. 
Hamid rccalled how Moolchand had smiled the day he received 
information that he was not getting the Balimela contract. He 
kncw that Jayant had gone to every officer’s house, canvassing 
for Dharse Karshan Ji. Hamid had informed Moolchand of 
this. Two days later Lachhna arrived from Bihar. Moolchand 
was in very deep waters now. 


Thc tip of Moolchand’s cigarette glowed silently. The 
thunder rumbled outside. Hamid did not raise a hand to wipe 
thc blood from his face. He was absorbed in his own thoughts, 
gazing unblinkingly into another world. 


Moolchand flicked a wad of hundred-rupee notes sharply 
on to thc table. Only the corners of Hamid’s eyes wrinkled a 
littlic; he may have smiled imperceptibly. Another wad followed 
: Moolchand glanced at the clock and then left. 
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He knew his services had been dispensed with, he had 
been flung aside like a banana peel. His face darkened, his cycs 
seemed to blaze, darting forth. Hc pulled out the knifc from his 
waist, stabbed them, slashcd thc notes to death Thrcec lions 
gazed out at him from each note, unhurt, unharmed. There was 
no blood. From within Hamid sprung the ancient wrath of a 
weak Timurlane : his bulging eyes stood out of their sockets. 
Enraged, he slashed everything in sight — the air, thc shining 
table cloth, the splendid sofa — torn into ribbons. Like a ravenous 
wolf leaping from ambush and tearing its prey apart, Hamid 
jumped towards the door, slipping out onto the long verandah 
down which the silk-clad figure, trailing wisps of cigarettc 
smoke, was just disappearing. Hamid slipped free of his shoes 
: he flicked his tongue around his lips and the thick blood that 
clotted there. All his concentration, now, was in his thick, sinewy 
wiry legs, and the soles of his naked feet. The sweat dripped 
into his eyes, the knife’s blade flashed like lightning when it 
caught the light. He slid quickly in cat-footed leaps along the 
wall, and was almost touching Moolchand as he opened thc 
door and passed inside. 


The blood rushed to Hamid’s face : his ears rang, his heart 
pounded violently within his chest. 


It was Moolchand’s special room. Everyone believed it 
had five or six secret doors. By chance, Moolchand was still 
standing with his back to the door, rings of smoke drifting 
upward from his cigarette. 


Hamid leapt forward like lightning— he was about to drive 
the knife home when something caught him by the throat in a 
vice-like grip, twisting his right wrist down. Moolchand spun 
around : for an instant he shrank back like a startled snake : 
then he was once more as calm and collected as ever, the smokc 
rings stationary above him like the hood of a snake. Hamid 
strained and writhed, his mouth open in a soundless roar that 


171 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


could not pass his lips. A knife sank in to thc hilt in his breast, 
again and again. His sweaty, muscular limbs shook and jerked 
in protest, then hung limp. He dropped in a heap to the floor 
like a slaughtered goat. Two shadowy figurcs in vests stood 
guard over him. 

Moolchand, in his white silk Punjabi and dhoti, was a 
column of polished marble; from which cigarette smoke gently 
drifted. The diamond ring sparkled — thc cigarette glowed. On 
the floor Hamid’s unblinking eyes burnt like live coals with 
anger, accusation, and hate. 

Very unhurriedly and calmly Moolchand turned again to 
look at the clock. The two figures dragged the sweat- and blood- 
soaked corpsc of the pop-eyed ‘Ola’ out of the room. He had 
lost the battle, been trod under by a gigantic wheel. He had 
screamed in protest against all creation. But it was all over with 
him — no one cver uttered a word in his support. Does anybody 
ever speak up for the innocent deer of the jungle, slaughtered 
for its flesh and blood ? Blind, brutal, cruel are the ways of this 
jungle — the battle for survival is fought here with tooth and 
claw and Hamid has lost, here, as he had lost many times 
bcforc. A pop-eyed idiot — what could he ever do ? 

The thunder rumbled, as if in protest. Moolchand looked 
at the clock again, and called~- “Lachh-naa !” 

Onc of the shadows appeared beforc him. Moolchand said 
in Hindi~- “Gct the car ready in five minutes. We have to travel 
far -- crossing thc plateau over the hill. You get ready, too. And 
bring two revolvers along, one for me.” 

The thunder rumbled once again. Lachhna was disturbed 
for a moment then he said, “Yes, Huzoor,” and stood aside. 
Moolchand drew on his cigarette. 

“The bastard has quite a nerve — you wait, I°1Il show you. 
You traitor, so you’rc in that Dharse Karshan Ji’s pay now, are 
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you ? Are you not going tonight to the capital with his money ? 
All right, 1°11 take care of you — {ii show you!” 


ef Lf if 4 


There’s a farewell dinner today at the Officers’ Club in 
honour of Krishnamurti. 


Krishnamurti spoke Odia well, you could understand him 
when he spoke. His wife was an excellent guitarist, she spoke 
better English than he did, was an excellent judge of foreign 
liquor — Moolchand Sondhi woulG not supply any liquor to the 
club if it did not meet with her approval. 


Mrs Krishnamurti’s papa was a captain in the navy. She 
was always going around with him to various clubs. ‘Pay Day,’ 
or dinners on the day one received his salary was her 
contribution. On that day all the officers settled their old accounts 
and opened new ones. 

When their eyes were aswim with winc, they would fling 
onto the carpet their car keys, outdated inhibitions, the evil 
taboos of an obsolete culture. And their wives, too, would be 
drenched with wine, as thrilling and exuberant as the colours of 
Holi*. And they picked up, with the car keys, the licentiousness 
of a modern, sophisticated culture. It was the eagcrnmess and 
uncertainty of a lottery. And then they embarked upon adventures 
that would excite every pore of mind and body in a frenzied 
abandon, in an experience that reached the hcights of a thrilling 
madness until the next moming, when they would pair off again, 
each to his own. 

Mrs Krishnamurti’s absence would be an irreparable loss 
to the club. Mrs Krishnamurti was incomparable. The club’s 
morale would surely drop a few notches. 

But today there was the farewell dinner for Mr 
Krishnamurti. Chicken, juicy and steaming, awaited in carved 
readiness; the moisture glistened on the chilled bottles of whisky 
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and scotch. Stiff, starched collars held necks rigidly in place. 
Shoes gleamed : moustaches shone : cosmetic hairdos gleamed 
and glistened. 

The curtains, the cooks’ and waiters’ uniforms, announced 
the importance of the occasion. The place was brilliantly lit, 
everywhere there was the tinkle of delicate crystal. 

Ambassadors, Fiats, Standards swept into the drive, their 
wheels crunching on the white gravel. The occupants emerged 
— Dr Ghosh, Anil Babu, Srinivasan, Shastri, — many scents, many 
colours -- a crowd of misters and missuses. 

“But Srinivasan, where’s Parida ?” “Yes, yes, Parida, 
Jayant Parida, where is he, why has he not come today ?” 

Someone took a sip from his glass and said something in 
a low voice. Seven or eight voices — of men, girls, women, 
mingled in a sudden medley of laughter that echoed throughout 
the club. The light gleamed on hurrying shoes as a horde of 
curious auditors converged on the spot, demanding that the joke 
be repeated for everyone’s benefit. 


Someone said~ “He’s gone to investigate reports of a 
Jersey bull being overworked !” “Hey heh heh !” 

“FHe’s gone to give training in ‘Purna Yoga*’ at Lulung 
dak bungalow !” 

“I{e’s gone in search of his childhood friend Biswambar 
Mangaraj.” 

“He’s gone to the capital, to help people, or may be to 
harm some.” 

The tidal wave of laughter swept through the club : even 
the very furnishings seemed to laugh. Laughter was a fashion — 
laughing until you collapsed weakly into the arms of whoever 
was standing nearby. Not to do so was, to be an uncouth, ill- 
mannered bumpkin. 


Everyone’s face was flushed with wine and laughter. 
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Jayant ran in. No one had heard his car arrive. His facc 
was unnaturally grave; his features were the red signals of some 
emergency. 

The laughter died. Everyone crowded around him. He 
glanced at his watch, glanced around the room and asked. 
“Where’s Krishnamurti ? I’m sorry, I can’t stay, I have to leave 
this minute, it’s something very urgent.” 

“What’s the matter ?” “Can I help ?” Habitual 
exclamations of politeness. 

“No, thanks-- kindly inform Mr and Mrs Krishnamurti 
that I’1lI meet them at their residence tomorrow to tender my 
apologies.” 

An unnatural silence hung thickly in the room like noxious 
cigarette smoke. 

“Achha. See you !” 

Spraying a smile and gesture of farewell impartially 
around the room, Jayant Parida strode out. The Fiat swept onto 
the road. 

The crowd of questioners in formal dress looked at each 
other in enquiry, huddling together suddenly, defensively. 

Stopping the car suddenly under the thick banian tree, 
Jayant Parida mixed whisky with water and drank it off. Hc 
greatly disapproved of soda - it killed the sting of the liquor. 
Then he fumbled around in the darkness, searching all the 
pockets — keys, money, revolver — yes : all in order. 

Lightning suddenly flashed ~ the clouds rumbled with 
thunder. 

“Ha, ha ha, I don’t care. They’re all idiots, the bastards. 
That eunuch Biswambar, his father is my father, too, apparently 
— I’m a bastard — Bastards, isn’t everyone around here a bastard ? 
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Huh, Bimal— he’s another idiot. But Rosy is exquisite- far better 
than Mrs Krishnamurti-—- Oh, far farbetter.” 

The car had long since left the town far behind and was 
now traveling on the main road. Rainless clouds had massed in 
the skies. The wind howled roaring in gusts into the car. A storm 
was imminent. 

“1°11 give everything to Dharse if I so please. You son-of- 
a-bitch Marwari, Moolchand — who’re you to object ? That 
daughter of Dharse’s —- Ah !” the needle of the speedometer 
suddenly climbed to a hundred, then slowed. “What was the 
name of that other idiot, that old man ? Jairam ! that Rani of his 
was a great chick, too — but he went and packed her off 
somewhere, in spite of all efforts to catch her anyhow ~— the 
bastard !” 

Dharse says he’ll present me with a bungalow far better 
than the one Moolchhand’s offering — could be all his whisky is 
pure scotch — Ah — Pm thirsty !” 

The car stopped again, its very upholstery was as stiff 
and dry as the tongue of its sole occupant. The whisky gurgled 
out of the bottle. The sky was overcast, the wind moaned through 
the night : but there was not a single drop of rain. Let there be 
no rain — sala... The car moved again. 


“Ha, we?’ll sec. There’s a new rascal named Haider— he 
doesn’t release files without a quota of liquor, apparently — will 
he want more than twenty bottles ? 1°11 bury him alive ! 1°11 see 
how he doesn’t release the files. Dharse was invited to the 
wedding of the Minister’s daughter... That’s a very important 
point. He’s no other option but to give us the contract ! Dharse 
has bcen generous with his gifts, he’ll kecp on being generous. 
This diamond ring has made everyone turn green with envy. 
What’s wrong with presents given by your friends. That bastard 
wants to give me even more presents — a set of ornaments like 
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the one I had given to Rosy — no, even more expensive than that 
one — but whom should he give it to ? There should have been 
a Mrs Parida to receive such presents” — spasms of laughter 
shook his entire frame. 

“Why is everyone so anxious to get me married ? That 
slut will always be guarding me, so that the others will be safe 
from my attentions, is that it ? I will spare no one. There must 
be equality in society, human relationships must receive licence 
for complete openness -— therefore I have vowed to destroy all 
artificial barriers. Untii and unless there’s one genuine bastard 
bom in every house the fools cannot realize how natural — how 
simple, how pleasurable the thing is. The Brahmin sons-of- 
bitches are throwing their weight around too much, boasting 
how high-bom they are. But Jayant Parida won’t marry just one 
Brahmin girl — he’ll marry them by the dozens herding them to 
his house. They’lI! be dying for my favours ! They’ll nurse 
innumerable off springs of mine. And their pious, high-bomn, 
tilak-smeared grandfathers~ the Satpathys, the Acharyas — ha 
ha ! Though apparently you can’t have more than one spouse in 
government service — Ha ha ! Of course one in government 
service cannot marry more than one. But 1°11 divorce them one 
by one : keep them as slaves — who’s the bastard that won’t 
give me his daughter’s hand in marriage ? I’m a top officer : I 
have immeasurable wealth and power, I can purchase and sell 
off the entire government as many times as I please. I went to 
Japan for a trade agreement; to Germany to get a team of 
technicians. 1°11 be leaving for America — the eminent officer- 
representative of the government. It’s I who is the boss ! that 
bald son-of-a-bitch Krishnamurti — so he’s senior to me ? What 
the hell is seniority ? So he was born earlier — what does that 
prove ? Let him show that he has genius — give him ‘Divine 
Life’ to read — can he understand a word of it ? Mean, stupid, 
son-of-a-bitch !” 
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The car braked again to a stop. The thirst was 
unquenchable, the liquor fired instead of slaking it. This thirst 
in the hot Baisakh* is unbearable. The maelstrom of its potent 
breath whirls and ascends from man’s primal centre of being. It 
emerges at times, defying all cloaks and veneers. How can a 
few gulps of liquor ever be enough to sate it ? Only temporarily 
can alcohol with its fierce heat and the dull mist with which it 
cloaks the brain, counter the fierceness of that thirst. 


“Why should anyone command my actions ? Who are 
these whoresons to blue-pencil my speech or conduct ? This 
world is for the cunning, the strong. It’s for the people who can 
exploit every situation to their advantage ~— you only need to 
understand this, and there’s no reason to count your rosary any 
longer. The fools — justice, virtue ! Shackles to bind men like 
swine — Bloody fools — denying themselves all the pleasures of 
life, and seeking to attain heaven by worshipping a block of 
stone. They live in fear, prodded and kicked on all sides — that 
is piety ! Yes — live on air and dust — while those who kill and 
loot you enjoy every luxury, while they tie you blindfolded to a 
post. And will they be condemned to hell ? Ha, ha, fools — Why 
cannot you realise that hell itself is only a part of that post you’re 
tied to ? — Glut yourself with living — fill every moment with 
Juxurious pleasure, consume whatever feels or tastes good. If 
you’re strong, take what you like by force, stamp them under, 
those who oppose you. I shall bend the world to my will, compel 
it to fulfill all my extensive desires. If this life is not long enough, 
I shall prolong it ten, fifteen, a hundred times with the help of 
modern science or yoga, even make myself immortal, feed 
greedily on the luscious fruits that hang in clusters all around 
me, even enjoy music, yoga and philosophy along with whisky 
if I feel like it from time to time. Here, this is the ultimate truth. 
‘There’s something, someone beyond and transcending all these ? 
Rot ! There will be farmers to till my lands, another bunch to 
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write scriptures for me. I°11l read if and when I like — no one can 
compel me. If I only behave properly, everything will bow before 
me, just as Rosy did — religion, philosophy, government, 
authority. It will all be mine to use as I please. I cannot be a 
sheep to live in a common herd, to live and breed and die in the 
same common filth, feeding on the same muck that half-a-dozen 
others have chewed and sucked. It is only when you can roll 
your tongue around the scraps of meat stuck between your teeth, 
around salt blood, that you can be said to really live. I wish to 
live like a lion, like Alexander — greatness, heroism being in 
proportion to the number of people you can destroy or enslave.” 

An enormous bolt of lightning struck the mountain peak, 
with a deafening clap of thunder. The wind was like a river in 
full flood. 

Within the car Jayant Parida switched on the light and 
consulted his watch. 

“Damn it ! Only ten thirty ! Well, let’s cross over. It’s 
Jayant Parida’s fundamental principle to surrender gracefully 
before a superior force. It’s all been arranged with the minister’s 
P.A.*He’s asked me to come immediately otherwise the minister 
will leave for Delhi by ten. There’1I be a small party gig on, on 
which Dharse has gambled five thousand. The P.A. has asked 
me to meet him afterwards — Eessh, everything may be changed 
ovemight, that’s why he’s probably asked me to meet him before 
the night is out. But doesn’t the same policy apply to everybody ? 
It’s a wonderful trick to dive under cover of darkness and emerge 
into the light — other than cattle, who ever waits for morning to 
dawn ?” 

Ghatamangala is only a little further off — better to wait 
there for the storm to blow over. 

Jayant Parida’s Fiat climbed upward, cutting through the 
wind and dust. 


He He He He 
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It was perhaps a fortnight since Sujata had returned to her 
father’s house with her brother. She was still very weak. As she 
spent the listless evenings reclining feebly in a cane chair, a 
throng of countless memories pressed upon her. It was difficult 
to see beyond them, to recognize through the dense and jostling 
throng the weak and unformed and tentative hours of the present. 

The family establishment was ruined. No amount of 
money was ever sufficient for her younger brother — gambler, 
drug addict. The youngest brother had dropped out of school, 
and had already been beaten up once or twice for petty thefts. 
Bou no longer had those fine clothes of old, and often she cried. 
That evening — it was nine o’clock — Sujata heard Saroj shouting 
— “I never ask anyone here, why should I support one of them ? 
I don’t have any money.” 

Bou said, in a low voice — “What a noise you’re making ! 
What’lI she think if she heard you ?” 

“Let her think what she likes — I don’t have any money.” 


Saroj strode furiously out of the house. Sujata lay where 
she was, eyes shut : acting as if she hadn’t heard. 


There was no money in the house. But not even in the 
bank ? Hadn’t father saved a lakh or something ? None of Bou’s 
ornaments left ? No income from the lands ? Astonishing ! 
Mayadhar Ray’s widow appeared, wiping her eyes — 
discomfited. Was this she — who made every man’s head turn as 
she passed. Whom the top officers were so eager to talk with, 
and were so gratified when they got the chance ? It was she 
who’d been so anxious for Sujata to move in high society, who’d 
encouraged Jayant. Her body was weak, shrunk, now — her eyes 
hollow. She wore a faded white ‘kasta*’ without border — she’d 
nothing else to wear. 

An awkward, uneasy silence stood like a barrier between 
the two. 
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” 


“Tell me how much money do you need — let me give it. 

“No, no, don’t listen to that crazy fellow — he knows 
nothing.” 

“It’s no use trying to hide it from me. No amount of money 
will ever be sufficient for Saroj’s gambling — apart from the 
cost of his drugs. How long could our property last ?”’ 

Bou knelt before her, crying helplessly into her lap. 

“Why are you crying ? What’s the use ? I know your eldest 
son quite well. I°1I take you in. { have friends in plenty, 1°11 
never be short of money.” 

“No, no, don’t delude yourself any longer. I know 
everything. Biswambar left home... It’s been three months, now. 
Then the children left. Old Mangaraj died. Half his property is 
yours. That’s all you have. These club people are all fair-weather 
friends. I know their motives.” 

“Go on — can Moolchand Sondhi ever forget me ? He?’ll 
send five thousand, right now, if I like.” 

“No, no, he may have sent it then — but not now, not 
any longer. Don’t deceive yourself any longer ! It was I, 
accursed wretch, who put you upto all this, taught you to 
mix with their kind. I am the one who’s guilty. I had eyes to 
see, but I did not see.” 

“Oh, don’t talk like an old hag. Do you know my own 
friends better than I do ? 1°11 show you —~ bring me pen and 
paper.” 

“Pen and paper ? Where’ll you find them in this house 
any longer ? What’l1l the worthless sons do with them ? There’s 
been neither pen or paper in the house since you, Suju....” 

“There’ll be some in my suitcase — fetch it — ” 


Bou handed her the writing pad and a Sheaffers pen, and 
slipped back into the house that was suddenly poor. Going into 
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it you felt as if you were in some tunnel, the light slowly dying 
out behind you, and ahead only impenetrable darkness. 

“Dear Chand, I arrived here very suddenly... a little short 
of money... I trust....etc., etc....” It was the first time she’d 
asked for money. In the two and half months of her stay all the 
little savings Biswambar had, from the bank, his income, had 
been exhausted. It was Jayant who’d arranged it all. 

Suddenly Sujata felt a chill, a fear, an unknown terror 
silently spreading its wings over her. She was falling through 
some immense space, her heart pounded; she suddenly saw 
herself, wrists naked, without bangles, forehead bare of 
vermilion, eyes sunken, body wasted — only a faded white 
borderless ‘kasta’.... 

Sujata bit her lips. Nonsense ! It could never happen — 
she would never admit such ignoble, complete defeat. No, no, 
never ! I must leave this place today, such depression is inevitable 
in these miserable surroundings. 


Tearing the letter into shreds, she caught sight of her own 
hands and stopped dead. Eeessh — all these veins — they had 
never been there before — it seemed they would no longer be 
hidden behind the smooth covering that had concealed their 
truths so long; they had rebelled, had emerged at last into the 
open. It was natural that the friends of your native land would 
shy away from the circle of these alien sentinels. A fishing net 
of wasted veins would enmesh you. Heh, heh heh — A single 
cocktail would suffice for all these pessimistic thoughts. 
Sometimes, such apprehensions would dart like some grim cloud 
before the mirror as she sat at the dressing table. 


A person who had known no such thing as life, who had 
abandoned, from the very beginning, all hopes of living — this 
fate might exist for such a person — but never for one who had 
embraced life with such passion as she, had drunk so deeply 
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and richly of it. The world awaited with all eagerness for her to 
enrich it. Why should she entertain such thoughts ? 


It was absurd that the uncertainties of some vagrant insect 
of the forest could ever exist for the queen bee at the centre of 
her hive. But would they always cluster around Snjata ? It might 
have been difficult to hold them back, ten years ago : she 
remembered clearly their numbers, waiting despairingly at her 
doorstep for such alms as even a fleeting smile. But a fine veil 
of ash had covered the glow of the embers : their eyes no longer 
glowed with such fire — perhaps they saw her differently, now. 
The fools, they could no longer understand, no longer recognize 
her, no matter how close she stood. Possibly a little more 
cosmetic and make-up was necessary — but even now was there 
such a person who could withstand her smile ? Impossible ! 


Sujata’s face brightened with pride. She could remember 
that old man, that captain, dry-mouthed, even at his age... Yes, 
everyone was full of hunger, a shameless hunger that showed, 
like the naked urchins begging in the streets. Here a smile, there 
a polite word, even a discreet brush of contact, bestowed as 
liberally as was possible. Not to do so was to be discourteous, 
unsociable, rustic, superstitious. 

Forcing these dark thoughts aside, Sujata went back again 
to the warmth of the club room; the old thrilling excitement 
surged through her. Music, dances, billiards... Balls, dinner, 
picnics, motor cars... Hands touching in the darkness, the 
kisses... the goodbyes... Sujata’s eyes were aswim with 
memories, her body fevered ! Huh... Bou said they were no 
one, all of them false — lies. They were the ones who were most 
dear. How could man exist without society ? Oh ~ I see ! So 
what if Jayant didn’t take her to the club with him ? Heh - 
she’d see... was that a problem ? Moolchand would take her, 
Dharse would take her. Failing that, couldn’t she go herself ? 
No, she wasn’t an officer, not even the wife of any officer. 
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She could go to sing, to dance, or as someone else’s guest — she 
had no right to go on her own. Shut up ! She was a graduate. 
She was the S.P.’s daughter ! Ha ha ha, she was — she was— ha 
ha, Biswambar Mangaraj’s wife — Jayant Parida’s friend — ha 
ha, hee hee— was she someone’s mistress ? Was she a society 
girl ? Shut up ! You are all ancient ignorant fools — what do you 
known of natural, modern relationships ? Was she a prostitute ? 
Promiscuous ? Oh, ha ha - I see ! So you think that’s very 
important ? Silly — society was permissive now, man could live 
as he liked, what do you know ? They would turn away after 
they no longer needed her, forget all connections — Let them ! 
Did she care ? Others would come after them, many others, 
many more ! No one would stay, they had no reason to stay. 


And after that ? Complete aloneness — very well, was she 
afraid of being alone ? 


How would she live ? Money ? A house ? Clothes ? 
Medicines ? Ha,ha ha ha .... 


Sujata’s eyes were wide, staring. Stiff, lifeless winter 
overcoats, hanging from hooks - the men of society. The distant 
clouds rumbled. “Are Suju ! It’s very late, what are you writing 
!” It was Bou’s voice, from the other room — even that voice 
was weak, dying : it would be silent. No one would remain to 
call her by name. So do the trees stand in Pausa, in the bitter 
cold of winter, anonymous, silent, bare, naked — not with pride, 
but without volition of their own, ashamed, because they cannot 
die — crippled, defeated, sheltered only by the last cold, 
comfortless shadows of regret. 


The thunder sounded, once again. Sujata felt feverish, 
choked. The lush, endless verdure of memories was swamped 
by floods of bitterness, the gorgeous robes of illusion stripped 
layer by layer from the naked, meaningless little mannequin of 
clay that she had herself shaped with loving fingers. Eessh, how 
shameless, how treacherous the world could be — how terrible ! 
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Sujata stared unseeingly at a blank, featureless, white- 
washed wall which blurred and dissolved, as tides of memory 
engulfed her. In its place appeared an onrush of old, familiar 
objects and scenes, a flood that threatened the limits of her 
vision— the car, the road, Jairam Babu, the house with its 
verandah, Jayant... Two timid faces swam out of that blur - 
Chhabi and Rabi — They look so sweet ! Come here, let me 
pinch your cheeks, why haven’t you oiled your hair ? Her hands 
shook; the vision faded from sight; she sighed. Thc bleak wall 
seemed to threaten her, to suck her veins dry, and lcave her 
forever merely an imprint, the shadow of a fossil on stone. 

Her forehead glistened with sweat : she leant back timidly 
in her chair. Her eyelids drooped. She saw again the two children 
— the same chubby cheeks, tousled hair, eyes like stars. Chhabi’s 
eyes were like two sparkling brooks —- so clear, so deep  screne 
— she knew, understood everything, expressed nothing. How 
decorous the girl was ! Our Chhabi is a wonderful girl. Let’s 
see how this sari suits you, here, wear this chain, this watch. 
Don’t do your eyebrows that way, they’re arched so gracefully 
as they are, like those of the Kashmiri girl who accompanied 
the Governor. Wait, why are you so impatient ? What is it ? 
Dinner ? With whom will you go ? Jayant Parida ? 

“No, never ! No, I say — impossible !” 

Sujata screamed. 

From the other room Bou called --“‘Suju ! what’s the matter 
?” When Boy came she found Sujata standing, trembling like a 
leaf. She burst into tears : leading Sujata gently to the bed, she 
made her lie down. 

The thunder sounded. 


af He La af 
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“Is Jairam Babu home ?” — Bidyadhar Ray entered, after 
a long absence. 

It was a rented house, very small, with a low roof. The 
timc was a little after dusk. Bidyadhar Ray stopped suddenly, 
secing a stranger in the flickering light of the fire. 

The man was very thin; bony and bare-bodied. He was 
clad in a saffron loincloth, with another piece of saffron cloth 
would around his head. His beard was white. Kneeling, he was 
blowing on the fire, over which something simmered in a small 
aluminium vessel. 

“Isn’t Jairam Babu there ?” asked Bidyadhar Ray. The 
reply was as brief as the smile — “No, he isn’t.” Bidyadhar Ray 
was turning to leave, when suddenly something occurred to him. 
The voice was very familiar — he hesitated — 

And then a start of recognition — “Is it — Jairam Babu ?” — 
and he sat down with a thump, his mouth hanging open in 
astonishment. 

“Please be seated, I’ve learnt how to prepare excellent 
tea -- have some before you leave.” 

Bidyadhar Ray drew closer and settled down. The same 
clear eyes, the same old smile, between the sparse beard and 
the saffron headband ! It might have been three, four months 
since hc had last seen him...tears came to his eyes, his lips 
trembled. 

The same calm smile was on Jairam Babu’s lips. He took 
down the hot vessel noiselessly, out of the fire. Lifting its cover 
he seemed to discern something in the steaming vapour; he 
covered it again. 

“Well Bidyadhar Babu, is everything all right with you ?” 

“First things first — tell me, what’s all this ? When were 
-you initiated ? You told me nothing of this ?” 
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The same slight smile. 

“Would you have adopted the guise of a fraud as this, if 
I’d told you ?” 

It was always his habit to put the truth so bluntly, thought 
Bidyadhar Babu, but the man suddenly seemed so splendid, 
somehow. He seemed to have found an anchor. How he smiled 
! That he could smile at all — that was the greatest wonder of all 
! Bidyadhar Ray drew even closer. His health seemed to have 
improved in the meantime — had he put on weight ? 

Jairam placed a cup of tea before him. For himself, he 
poured a little tea into the vessel’s cover. 

Bidyadhar Ray eyed him bemusedly through his 
spectacles. He had changed a lot. What was most surprising 
was the smile, as baffling as the little saffron headband. 

“Well, did some guru* initiate you ?” 

Bidyadhar Ray was still the same simple social worker. 
All his journalistic instincts now came to the fore. Jairam Babu 
smiled again. “No,” he said. 

“Then what’s all this ? Why the saffron ?” 

“To dupe people — drink your tea.” 

The voice, the words, were absolutely open, undisturbed, 
unambiguous. 

“Dupe people ? Which people ?” 

“Myself, first of all, then some poor flock of blind 
believers.” 

Bidyadhar Ray could not put the question that demanded 
to be asked. 

Again, the same smile — “What does it matter, whatever 
you do ? Unless you cheat, how can you manage the naked 
truth ?” 
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“What do you mean ?” 

“IHow’s thc tea ?” 

“Excellent. But why must one cheat ?” 

‘There was only the slurping of tca, and a funny crinkling 
around the eyes that smiled. 

“Achha, how much does Moolchand Sondhi pay you as 
his ‘gomasta ?”* 

Bidyadhar Ray’s eyes fell : he fumbled aimlessly. 

“What else can I do ? One has to live. It’s the most urgent 
problem of all !”” Again, the same smile, the slurp of tea being 
drunk. 

Shame had filled his own throat : the tea did not go down 
easily past it. 

“Jayant Parida doesn’t get along very well with your boss 
any longer.” 

“So I’ve heard.” 

Just then a little puppy ran inside, wagging his tail 
frantically and rubbing itself against Jairam. Its happy whinings 
expressed its feelings quite well, in the absence of words. 

It was a mongrel pup, perhaps just two months old. 

“Hey-y - it’1l dirty your tea !” said Bidyadhar Ray and 
drank up his own tea with unnecessary haste. The little pup 
settled down happily in Jairam’s lap, and licked all the tea off 
the proffered saucer, like an obedient child. 


The whole thing seemed so spontaneous, so habitual to 
Bidyadhar Ray that he looked on without any attempt to interfere. 


“You’ve changed a great deal in the meantime, it seems.” 


“Get off, now — go and play. What work did you have 
with me ? Let me have that cup, 1°11 wash it.” 


“No, no - allow me to wash it myself.” 
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“Let it be — we’ll see about that later.” 

“Achha, Jairam Babu, tell me, how did all this come 
about ?” 

“So you’ve still not left off being a reporter ?” 

“I didn’t mean it that way, I’m asking only because I can’t 
quite understand it myself. I feel a little diffident now when I 
look around me, a little weak. Sometimes I can’t sleep at night. 
I had thought to change the whole society, drag them out and 
shoot them, one by one - they all escaped.” 

“And I find your oratory has deteriorated.” 

‘“You’re'right. I can rattle off one or two speeches even 
now — but there’s no strength inside me any longer I can give to 
my words. I’m drying up, completely — it’s only so that I can 
water my own roots a little that I’m now the ‘gomasta*’ of 
Moolchand Sondhi.” 

“Well ! Not bad — Anyway I’m pleased we’ve met after 
such a long time.” 

“Does that mean you were planning to go somewhere ?” 

“I’m setting off right now.” 

“Setting off — where ?” 

Startled, Bidyadhar Ray would have sprung up ~- but he 
fell awkwardly onto all fours and stayed that way, gazing up in 
fear and dismay. 

“Could you keep a request ?”’ 

Bidyadhar Ray sat down again. 

“Sure, what is it, tell me, what is it ?” 

Bidyadhar Ray’s voice was full of anxiety, worry, 
eagerness. 

“They’ll probably sell off quite a lot of books by weight 
to make paper bags out of.” 
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“Who ? What books ? You mean your books ?” 

Bidyadhar Ray remembered the neat rows of Jairam’s 
books, which numbered at least a thousand. 

“All right, Bidyadhar Babu, I’m off !” But the voice was 
still very normal, the eyes still crinkling with a smile. 


Bidyadhar Ray was suddenly very excited. 


“Impossible, Jairam Babu ! You cannot commit suicide 
in this manner. You have lost the battle. I cannot bear to see 
such a doughty warrior defeated, and in such a manner. Why 
are you leaving — where will you go ? What, will you stand 
aside because this mean world will not allow you a living ? 
Leave all this land just for beasts to run wild in ? No, that can 
never be — I’11 not allow you to leave.” 


Bidyadhar Ray was not just delivering one of his speeches. 
The manner was very familiar, but his voice betrayed the anguish 
of his heart, his eyes brimmed with tears, his wounded feelings. 


The smile on Jairam’s lips had not faded, but his face was 
not quite so lively as before — there was possibly a slight 
remoteness, now. 


Bidyadhar Ray could not restrain his emotion. No man 
would ever raise his voice in protest even if he were poleaxed 
to death, eaten alive. The sahib had put it very well. His 
countrymen had been astonished when they were told of our 
poverty and hunger; “How can men manage to live without 
food or water, with just the shade of a tree for shelter ? Do 
they indeed live like that ?” But the sahib knew us well. He 
said — “They not only manage to live, but are completely 
contented to live as they are. They live more like plants than 
men — even when their roots and branches are hacked off, 
they put forth shoots before they die.” Well spoken — and quite 
truc ! We are dead and inanimate, and do not even know how 
to exist like plants. 
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His face crinkled once again into a smile. 


‘“What’s the matter, Bidyadhar Babu ! Do you want to 
come with me ?” 


“Impossible. I will not turn my back upon the enemy — 
win or lose. I shall go down fighting. I have lost all respect for 
you, all the faith I had in you. You are an escapist, selfish, weak 
— an animal....” 


The belching flames of the volcano could not touch him, 
an unreachable star in the coldest realms of space, unmoved, 
twinkling in a smile. Only if you were able to reach it could you 
see, perhaps what flames there were in its every ripple of light, 
how many explosions lay behind its halo. 


Jairam was completely silent, totally detached. 


Bidyadhar Ray sat down, exhausted after all his exertions. 
A cold silence seemed to envelop the room, but within him 
there still burnt the fierce flames of defiance — His nostrils flared. 


His voice was heard again after a brief pause, still fierce 
with indignation, but there was now fear in it, a hesitation. 

“And will you go out in this ‘kumbnapetia*’ garb, begging 
for alms ?” Bidyadhar Ray’s eyes filled with hot tears on the 
last two words. 


A faint sigh — Bidyadhar Ray spun around. 


Jairam was still gazing at him, with the same calm smile. 
He said — “You won’t be content, probably, without anything 
less than a direct answer. I have changed my garb only for self- 
defence : this costume will keep everyone away, out of fear that 
I may exploit them, cheat them. We do not fear poverty, which 
has been our sole heritage for countless generations. We fete 
doling out alms... Do you think I am setting out so that I may 
waste away to death ? Never, — on the contrary I have set out to 
live, with energy and endeavour. In this world decorum, fashion, 
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and self-respect constitute our garb, habits our diet : — consumed 
with knife and fork to satisfy a few false appetites. We speak 
blatant lies that spread endless illusions before our eyes, lies 
that go on acquiring new leaves and tendrils which vanish into 
thin air like fumes of hashish. Eunuchs and smooth cheats like 
myself, always trying for personal benefit, do not have the 
courage to call your kind ~- ‘Liars, cheats, opportunists’ to your 
face and make you shut up.” 

Jairam’s eyes were no longer smiling : Bidyadhar Ray’s 
tempest of anger had now completely vanished. Jairam spoke 
again. “We have not the courage to acknowledge that under all 
our cloaks and veneers we are only so many ignoble animals, 
our only potential being to rob, cheat, kill and so somehow pass 
our lives. All else is only a veneer. Our churches, temples, 
mosques and vihars* are so many delusions. Looking beyond 
them we may see only vacant space, a few cold and indifferent 
stars. And beyond them even greater space, many more stars — 
a cold still ocean and a few sparks of fire !... That which we 
call God, is only a word which we often seek desperately, but 
do not find. We cannot find it, have never found it, nor shall we 
ever find it. That this God is omnipresent, cannot be established. 
It is our own creation and we create him as we wish, just as we 
sketch the ghost from Mars; this fictitious ghost goes on haunting 
us, tormenting us. Sometimes we revolt and yet we feel 
somehow confident, secured once again the minute we take back 
that vampire upon our shoulders, the blood of countless centuries 
that flows through our veins surges strongly once again. And 
psychological stability is restored. We feel terrifyingly light the 
moment it is removed, the air becomes too thin to breathe. We 
prepare a list of ghosts such as truth, falsehood, good and evil : 
but the truth that lies naked under all these, is only a set of 
nerves. They revolve round a number of our appetites; and the 
only possibility that lies before us is to burn ourselves into 
cxtinction in the consuming fires of our own appetites.” 
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“So your revolt has become internalized ! Therc have been 
reasons enough for your complete atheism. Any onc clsc in your 
place would have reacted the same way. It’s only about this that 
I have been preaching ~ all the time !” 


The same quiet smile was once again on Jairam's facc. 


“But, Jairam Babu ! There is a truth that transcends the 
hunger of our nerves — which is our soul.” 


“You have been preaching that, too, since a long timc... 
Well, Bidyadhar Babu, I’m leaving — now.” And Jairam rose, 
picking up the puppy that had run in in the meantimc. 


“Are — Jairam Babu, are you really leaving ? 1 mcan 
aren’t you going to lock the house ? Your books - furniture — 
faith — everything, just like that — 1 mean — Jairam Babu ?” 


Bidyadhar Ray babbled helplessly, unable to think or act 
— returning into the house, he saw everything was just as it had 
been a moment ago — the bedstead, bookshelf, a bed shcct, the 
aluminium vessel. The air of friendship, familiarity, still filled 
the place. But from within it had fled the restless old man, whose 
presence had been such a source of strength - he stumbled 
outside again, bewildered. 


The figure of Jairam, receding into the distancc, still 
seemed to wear that same calm, crinkling smile. The shadow 
halted for an instant in the gloom, put down the little puppy on 
the ground and then moved on again. The thunder rumbled in 
the sky. 

He ¥ ¥ Ld 

It was all over by the time Nidhi Dalei rushed into the 
room. Chhabi’s well-formed limbs writhed and twisted wcakly 
in one last convulsion — then she lay as still and limp as a rag 


doll. Banchha burst into a great, sobbing lamcnt. Nidhi, 
bewildered, felt Chnabi’s forehead and chest, exclaiming, “Don’t 
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carry on like that, the fever has come donw, the child 1s so tired— 
she’s fallen asleep.” But Banchha clasped her feet in his hands, 
beating his head against the bedstead in his grief. Hearing the 
noise, Khadanga pushed his way through the crowd : feeling 
Chhabi’s pulse, he shook his head. Nidhi Dalei sat down with a 
thump, his whole body breaking out in a cold sweat. Fear and 
confusion rippled through the throng of people from the village. 
“Oh, Hari* ! what a calamity ! There’s no sin more heinous 
than infanticide — the old man killed the child with his own 
hands, in his delirium !” 

Someone suddenly reminded them - “‘Are, bring out the 
other child, now there’s a corpse in that room, quick !” 


Two men rushed in, Banchha was kneeling on the floor, 
gasping and sobbing at the foot of the bed; at its head was sitting 
Nidhi Dalei, petrified. Bending over Chhabi, Rabi was putting 
the paper crown on her head — the two men stopped still. 


Rabi gently took Chhabi’s hand in his. Leaning over her, 
he whispered very softly into her ear — “Get up, Chhabi, we’ll 
run away from this place and Jeje. Our Jayant Uncle is very 
nice. 1 won’t ever say anything against him again — No one 
loves us any more !” His soft voice was choked with tears. 

The men standing by the threshold could hear this only 
very indistinctly : but they understood, they had not the heart to 
drag the child away. 


The old man’s fever suddenly rose. His ravings betrayed 
each dark secret. The village people listened with rapt attention, 
listening too to the rumble of the thunder outside. “Eessh... A 
man like Digambar Mangaraj, whose word was law for miles 
around -- his honour, his household — everything now ruined, 
destroyed... Oh, no one can hide their sins, they’1I all emerge, 
one day, like serpents from their holes, when it’s time for the 
reckoning.” 
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Someone said tolerantly from the darkness, “Well, arc we 
very great ‘sadhus*’ ourselves ? This old man, ready to be hauled 
off now to the other world just because of something he did in 
his youth. Has he been able to hold his head high these last 
thirty years ? So many remorseless sinners go off scotfree with 
far greater crimes. He was burning, deep inside, all the time. 
Oh, that such a sorry end should be destined for him !” 


Digambar Mangaraj groaned... his legs thrashed, 
everyone knew he had Jost his speech. But the old man’s eyes 
glared at them: he tried indistinctly to ask a question, his speech 
a weak, slurred babble. The headmaster was a very experienced 
gentieman : he tried the old man’s right arm and leg, lifting 
them slowly and then laying them back in position. He said -— 
“The old man’s right side is paralysed, there’s no danger to his 
life any more; but it’s very nearly as serious — who will take 
care of him, now ?” 

Someone spoke again from the darkness— “Oh, Hari, that’s 
a fate not to be wished upon even your worst enemy ! Sindura’s 
mother rotted for seven years in bed before she died of her sores. 
It was hell of a job even for a family of that size ! The disease is 
a living hell. The old man still has much to suffer.” 

The headmaster began to collect his things. 

The sky shook with thunder. 

Everyone was restive like cattle being aimlessly driven 
hither and thither. They could neither stay put, nor leave. 

Nidhi Dalei said tiredly — “Wonder when the young master 
will be back.” 

The great stone house was filled with an oppressive 
sultriness. Rain would be an immense relief. And death would 
have been a relief for the old man, for everyone; it would have 
been a relief for the walls of the old stone house to have burst 
asunder and let in a little air, for the sky, suspended in the stillness 
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above thc lightning, to have been rent into great cracks and 
relcascd a little rain. 


* ¢ bf ¢ 


‘Thc car struggled upward against the wind along the steep 
inclinc of the mountain road. Right in front of the abode of 
Ghatamanpgala was a small stretch of level ground. The car went 
straight to the spot and stopped there. The place was not 
unfamiliar to Jayant Parida. Five miles to the left was Mangaraj’s 
villagc. Nothing was visible in the darkness; but the leper colony, 
‘Gora Kabar’ and a few clustering trees, close by, came into 
view. Mcmories gleamed through the darkness, in the 
surrounding trees. “The old man Mangaraj must be asleep in 
his old house locking the door from inside. The bastard — he’s 
our father, is he ?” He bit through his cigarette. “I don’t have 
any fathcr ! I have settled the scores. 1°11 settle them even more 
! Won’t Sujata have three or four more scions of the noble house 
of Mangaraj ? She’ll allow seven generations of my descendants 
to sprcad their roots in that house. But for this mishap, Sujata 
Devi would have had a son — anyway we’ll see ! The chick 
docsn’t look attractive any longer, after her illness. But even 
then it is our principal duty never to shirk our responsibilities — 
” IHis shoulders shook with amusement at his own wit. “Another 
son of the old man is studying medicinc. How would it be to fix 
him up with a lady doctor ? Meena was saying she was studying 
medicine, too. Wah — the house of Mangaraj shall forever trace 
its paternity to Jayant Parida...Meena had been to the dak 
bungalow, the hotel... Her looks, her smiles,... so wonderful ! 
She could twine her arms around your neck so beautifully, she’s 
so soft,... so tender !” 


A thrill passed through Jayant Parida’s every nerve : he 
trembled from head to foot. 
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The wind shook the entire forest. Jayant Parida burned 
with desire, his eyes shone with intoxication, an intoxication of 
various tastes and kinds. 


The wind was so fierce ! A storm roared through the 
mountain caves. Why did the lightning keep on flashing ? The 
thunder sounded even louder - the lightning even more 
incandescent — something touched Jayant’s consciousness 
through his stupor. His eyes blinked open. His somnolent brain 
was now sending forth sirens of warning. He was on guard now. 
His brain was geared to maximum efficiency, an office at the 
peak of its rush hour with countless bespectacled clerks hunched 
at furious attention over their files. 


A car crested the rise and stopped silently by his Fiat. 


A black shadow darted out and hid behind Jayant Panda's 
treasury and at that moment all the lights went out in the house. 
He was nonplussed. He broke out in a cold sweat; suddenly he 
wanted to urinate. And yet, Jayant never feared danger : he stared 
it boldly in the face, calculating whether to strike like a cobra, 
or else vanish into thin air. With his hood flared, he looked 
handsome, terrible. 


He checked off cvery possibility within the brief instant 
it took him to light a cigarette. Whose was the car ? Could be 
Krishnamurti had sent it — Mrs Krishnamurti couldn’t rest for a 
minute without seeing me — The bastards propably didn’: 
properly explain the thing to her — Huh — why didn’t the 
occupants emerge ? Has Dharse sent spies after me ? Bastard — 
he wants to know if I’m carrying out his job ? Son-of-a-bitch, 
Just because he’s paid some money ? Treacherous son of a pig — 
or it could be Moolchand Sondhi — Eessh, then the matter is 
serious, indeed — Achha, let’s see.... 
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Opering the car door made the light inside glow — at the 
same instant, light snowed from within the other car, revealing 
Mooichand Sonahi, ieaning forward, and a stranger in the front 
seat. The tempest rattled the doors of the car. Jayant Parida 
caicuiated in an instant what he would say. 

Over the storm, Jayant Parida’s confident tones sounded 
from near the half-open door of Moolchand Sondhi’s car — 
“Moolchand, mv friend ! How did you turn up here so suddenly 
in this tempest ? We poor people can do anything to earn our 
bread — but what necessitv is there for rich people like you to 
venture outside ? Only your command is enough to get 
everything done. Can I come in ?” 

The bird is in the trap ! “Sure, why not ?” 

The door shut. trapping the shadowy figures in the 
darkness inside. An uncanny fear seized the occupants. A bare 
arm fumbled in the darkness, grunted in satisfaction as it found 
the switch. The light came on. A hairy forearm came down 
from the switch. A new driver, probably — three months was a 
long time. 


Moolchand leant back in a corner. Jayant slapped him on 
the thigh, the sound like a pistol shot, making the new driver’s 
head turn — what eyes he had ! 

Jayant said as if he hadn’t observed a thing — ‘I’m speaking 
the truth, Moolchand ! You misunderstood me. I thought at first 
when you avoided me, that it was some trick of yours, and 
everything would be all right again. But you shattered all my 
faith, didn’t even come any longer... A great number of chicks 
came along but I could never enjoy anything like we did that 
day. It was in this situation that Dharse found me. You know 
what sort of a spendthrift bastard I am, throwing away at least 
three thousand rupees a month. But I’m telling you on my word 
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of honour, money wasn’t the reason why I was running to his 
place — He has a chick that’s out of this world, absolutely meant 
for a Badshah*. The bastard keeps her under lock and key. He’s 
going to get her married, pack her off to Mangalore -- some guy 
he’s arranged a half-crore business deal with. I thought if { ran 
around and tied up the job he’d given me properly I would gain 
his confidence, and the chick would be easy to come ody before 
she flies off : if I don’t get her, I‘m telling you, 111 hang myself, 
drink off a poison cocktail. 


Moolchand’s stony solemnity seemed to soften a little, 
his beautiful eyes moved. 

“Where are you going, today ?” 

Every rivet in the car, the very hairs of the driver himself, 
seemed to tauten with caution, alertness. There was no such 
thing as humour or fellow-feeling — it was the hour when money 
was calculated and counted out and business deals settled to 
the last niggardly paisa. 

A huge bolt of lightning flashed through the sky. The wind 
rained dust onto the windscreen. Jayant drew on the cigarette 
and said, “‘I’d have gone, but I’ve decided not to, not now, nor 
ever. Heh, who the hell will venture out in this wind and rain, 
just so the bastard will get his licence ? The onty work, 1 have 
with him is his daughter. Moolchand, yaar*, help me, do 
something — otherwise 1°11 commit suicide.” 

His elder daughter is beautiful, but you’re a treacherous 
bastard !” the mask wom for the iast three months seemed to 
slip off — 

“Hee hee !” came the drunken laughter. ‘“‘Strange, so 
Moolchand, too, turned out to be a fool, at the last ? Abe*, what 
the hell is treachery ? Someone has been cramming you with 
the scriptures — That’s the way weak stupid eunuchs talk — you’re 


399 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


strong : tear your pleasures to yourself by force — enjoy yourself ! 
The guy who’s given you hunger, has also supplied commodities 
to satisfy it with. If you can’t enjoy them you’re a worthless 
fool. No one knows about the hereafter : it’s only the present 
that’s real. Don't iet it escape — Moolchand my friend, if only 
you join hands with me, it’lI take just two days to achieve my 
ends. Do what you like to me — III always say you’re very 
backward in these matters. You’re a he-man, what are you so 
shy about ? I’m guaranteeing it here and now ~ that chick will 
absolutely set you afire, the minute you set eyes on her.” 


Moolchand carefully calculated the final card he would 
deal in this game, in the time he took to light a cigarette. “All 
right, we’ll see, since it’s you who’s making the request.” 
Jayant’s fists clenched in triumph ~— “We must celebrate the 
occasion. Hold on —- 1°11 get the stuff.” 


Moolchand grabbed his wrist and pulled him down; from 
a bag he was carrying, he extracted a glittering bottle. 

Seeing it, Jayant planted a kiss on the neck of the bottle, 
clasping it in his arms he nuzzled it— “Hee hee hee...” His 
mouth dripped laughter, and the froth of saliva. A kind of 
laughter seemed to surface through the familiar tinkle of glass 
and gurgle of liquor, as two hungry minds gloated over shared 
visions of a soft, luscious flesh. The tension that had held the 
car taut inits grip, relaxed a little : the hackles that had seemed 
to rise stiffly on the driver’s neck, went down. The sentries 
with rifles at the ready for any emergency, now stood at ease. 
The two revolvers, their barrels like the open mouths of retired 
Superintendents of Police, peacefully dozing away the hours, 
would not fire again: their powder was wet, drenched with 
many bottles of liquor. 


The tirades of the two conquerors could be clearly heard 
above the raving storm. Insults, abuses, poured on the so-called 
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aristocrats, including Dharse and many others. The gods were 
rolled from their temples into the gutter. The earth was flooded 
with animals. Breaking through the walls of socicty, fathers, 
brothers, daughters, sisters, mothers sported in the depths of a 
forbidden darkness. The whole sky was filled with dcad ash, 
and embers. The earth was only a lump of mud. The naked 
body of man was only a shrine for the countless flames of hunger. 
Hunting down the enemy was the sole form of justicc; living 
for the appetites, the only law. The sky does not voice its mighty 
protest when a thousand helpless head of cattle are slaughtcred 
everyday, nor will creation turn to rubble if men arc sacrificed 
for the sake of convenience. It’s foolish to fear rctribution from 
a ghost in the sky. This world is the only reality. The world 
above, or the world beneath are all fiction. Take what you like 
by force, like the tiger. Might is right. It’s the deer’s misfortune 
if it falls prey to the leopard. If there’s anything such as hcaven, 
a passport to it will be as easy to obtain as a licence for liquor or 
kendu leaves* — the temple priests themselves will bc glad to 
hand it over, in exchange for a little money. This whole place is 
bedlam, and inside its darkness no one can possibly be his 
brother’s keeper. Therefore take what you can — such golden 
opportunities come by but once in many lifetimes. 

Green branches crashed; tall, majestic trecs toppled to 
the ground beyond the glass panes. A wild and irresistible storm 
rode ithe forest with raking spurs. The forests’ screams rcached 
no one : the dark infernal legions of the storm covcred the 
entire sky. 

The lightning flashed from time to time, and from time to 
time Lachhna yawned, seeming to say — “I bring to lifc, I bring 
to death — all of creation is mine to sport with as I picasc.” 


He al hf BH 
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Sujata could not find her way before ne in the desolate, 
barren mountains. Bou knew something of the fierce struggle 
for cxistence that went by the name of life in that hungry, 
merciless land. Sujata could not accent the Act, arid desert of 
rocks and stone into which she had falten from a land of endless 
wild blossoms and flowers. Looking at the wails it seemed to 
her as if, sincc the beginning of creation, there had never been a 
single flower in bloom. Only this sand and this dead, barren 
desert without a trace of water. There was no one in this blazing 
descrt on whom she could iean for support. Would he support 
her for always just because he was her brother ? She was only a 
temporary guest in this house, where even the very grains of 
rice they ate were stingily counted out. The daughter who had 
been married off enjoyed no claim over the house; the sister 
had no right to be a burden on the brother. Who was she in this 
house ? The very walls seemed to be distant, unfriendly, keeping 
her always at arm’s length. 


Sujata ;elt empty, weak, helpless. In this hostile market 
place, she had un out of money — she was bankrupt, penniless. 
Standing under the shade of a tree, she searched desperately for 
the faces she had once known so well. The same clothes, the 
same cars, the same names — but they were all strangers, passing 
by with an indifferent glance, not even pausing to ask her name. 
Astonishing ! Had they forgotten so quickly — even when she 
waved her vanity bag in greeting, no one looked at her — But 
that wasn’t a vanity bag ~ that was only an old tin in which a 
few grains of rice rattled. The veined, wasted hand that held it 
had no watch on it, no bangles, had been treated with no 
expensive creams. Her entire being was whirled around in 
violent tumult - but the truth still remained as solid,unmoved,as 
a rock...- Bou was massaging her limbs, caressing her. She 
herself is as helpless. 
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The thunder rumbled — but there’s not a single drop of 
rain. The sky seemed to be infected with a sudden miserliness, 
somehow, a refuctiance to release its treasure of rain. It did not 
wish to give anything to anyone on this earth. Tne same clouds 
had rained very often in the past, lowered themselves down to 
the earth with their cool blessed touch, why did they stand apart 
now, so remote had distant likc a strangers ? 

The thunder rumbied. Saroj suddenly entered. He would 
probably have gone straight into the house without looking at 
them but for some reason he stopped and asked - “What 
happened ?” 

The question met with no answer, and hug in the air. Saroj 
glanced in tum at each of the two waiting pairs of eyes - first at 
Sujata, then at Bou. 

“She’s still weak. After you left, she was so worried, by 
so many thoughts — she almost lost consciousness. Now she’s a 
little normal.” 


Saroj saw beads of sweat glistening under Sujata’s eyes, 
her nose, on her forchead. Suddenly he said “Achha, how 
long can this continue ? So many people recover, aftcr all, when 
they return from the hospital — what’s the matter with her ? Oh, 
yes, I was discussing the matter today. Whether or not that old 
man Mangaraj dies, his son and heir is entitled to a share of the 
property — and in his absence, his wife and children may assume 
that share. Biswambar is totally dissolute, of course ~— the whole 
town knows of his exploits — they have even reached our ears 
here in this village. The news of his death would be a relicf.” 


“Shut up, you drunken, worthless gambler !” Sujata’s 
breath failed her : hot tears streamed down, choking her : her 
mouth hung open, her eyes became suddeniy sunken. Bou 
massaged her from heaa to foot. Saroj lookea on, unmoved. 
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‘Why is this thing carrying on so ? Don't | know this 
Savitri* for wnat she is— doesn’t the whoie town know about 
her ? It was your destiny to marry a clerk — why such attentions 
towards the otticers ? Better not to discuss how shamefully she 
has embarrassed, dishonoured that Biswambar. Are you the only 
modem woman there is ? To roll drunkenly all night long in 
lonely houses, and God knows what else, getting here a ring, 
there a necklace ~- isn’t this sheer prostitution ? And it wounds 
her for anyone to wish for her husband’s death !” 

“Stop it ! You’re talking far too much ! Can’t you see 
how ill she is ?” 

“You shut up ! It’s you who have spoilt her. The insults, 
the tantrums that weakling has borne just for the sake of the 
refuge offered in the shape of the beautiful S.P.’s daughter... 
Why hed have killed her long ago, or himself. And now the 
weirdo is wandcring around God knows where since three 
months, and this Sati*glows with the fierceness of righteous 
indignation. Iuh !” 

Impossible ! this was probably some nightmare. Sujata 
leant on onc arm, staring at Saroj. Bou sat with her head hung, 
immoobilc as a figure of stone. Sujata wanted to hit the ruffian 
with a shoe, shutting him up, but for some reason her rage did 
not build. Shc experienced for the first time the coarse, savage 
brutality of the male and bowed before it — not out of fear or 
horror but out of respect and love. For it is every woman’s 
desire to be similarly assaulted, savaged, and crushed, to 
surrender to the fury of a man, and she considers herself 
fulfilled, gratificd by such an encounter. So must the barren 
rivcr look longingly upward at the distant, furious clouds, its 
every particle alive with the anticipation of an irresistible 
assault and subjugation. 
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Sujata was beaten ~ tired — but inexpressibly relicved. 
The rough floor of a stony desert offers a sort of support even in 
its sharp, thorny arms — the support of coarseness, malensss, of 
a very desirable vanquishing. Sujata would have been gratified 
to have received such a subjugation much earlier. 

“Shut up ! Do you think I’m a slave of yours ? !’m leaving 
this minute !” 

Saroj was still unmoved, blunt. Dangling a key from his 
forefinger, he said — ‘“You’re under lock and key ! How can we 
eam our living if our precious Suju Apa leaves ? Listen, Suju 
Apa — you have to stay here. We have to litigate and get our 
share of old man Mangaraj’s lands — fully half of them. I’m 
thinking of setting up a big farm. Stay here like a good gir! or 
else ! Beware — your good-for-nothing husband couldn’t support 
you — do you expect to beg, do you expect us to die of hunger, 
with two hundred acres of land lying there ? 1°11 take them by 
force — 1°11 kill anyone who resists. Beware — don't try to interfere 
!” Saroj climbed up the stairs with heavy steps. 

The women wept as if they were demented, screaming 
shrilly at the tops of their voices. The illiterate, worthless son 
was talking about setting up a farm — buying a hundred acres of 
land — it was as though they had found an anchor at last, in the 
dark ocean. 

Her son has got into the I.A.S.~ Ha hahee hee hee. 

“Mad fellow !” Bou was full of satisfaction. 

Saroj was the strongest of all, he feared no one, he would 
keep his sister here by force — oh, how dear, how strong, how 
dependable ware the protective circles he had built around them 
! Half the lands would be theirs — of course, it would be theirs, 
was she expected to beg for her living ? Ha, ha, hee, hee.... 
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“Did vou see that, Suju ? He’s rough, unthinking, but he’s 
good at heart he iust says whatever comes into his mind.” 
From Sujata’s eyes the tears which had been suppressed for so 
long, now flowed hot and molten on to her bosom, already 
drenched with many of their predecessors. She heaved a deep, 
somewhat relaxed sigh; sleep drew heavily upon her. Bou rose 
and went into the kitchen. 

The sultriness that choked the house seemed to be 
surcharged by manhood. The thick, square walls, the double 
doors, the solid brass lock, seemed to hold her firmly, like a 
tight, muscular embrace into which not even a fly could enter. 
This was how one should be held, closely, protectively. Lands, 
buildings — stretching right up to the horizon — Her ladyship, 
owner of all she surveyed... wouldn’t His Lordship ever return 
? Biswambar — he was unshaven, he held a whip... Grinding 
his teeth, he advanced upon her with glaring eyes, flogged her 
without pause or mercy — her back was black and blue with 
bloody weals — dragging her by the hair, he crushed her, broke 
her in two, in an embrace of iron. Oh, for such a tempest of fury 
! What was the sense in merely thundering, static, distant — what 
sort of masculinity was that ? Sujata mopped up with the end of 
her pallav* the sweat that drenched down from the man of the 
house, thrilling along every nerve with the pleasure of pain... 
She waited for to rise and leave when he’d finished eating so 
that she could sit down in his place and swallow a few handfuls 
of food- Oh, that wasn’t Biswambar ! Then who was it — Jayant, 
or...Saroj ! 

It didn’t matter now whether the thunder rumbled. The 
primeval woman in Sujata had dived back into the dark abyss 
where it dwelt; where only by touch could you distinguish, in 
that darkness, between the smooth and the rough. 
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The kitchen resounded with Seroj’s laughter; the clouds’ 
thunder, possibly, at some distance. 


He i ଆ | 


Somnath was young. He sgeg through the Jara 255 tn ¢ 
single continuous burst of energy, he had no time For the cobre 
with its hood flared, for the nightjar nooting scarily Ts ough ine 
darkness. The bicycle sped on, outting through tce 302 dust of 
the cart track, wobbling from trv £9 time when if fit? tie smal: 
ridges of earth enclosing the fields, but never 3iopping. 
Somnath’s head whirled with sorfusion — Aid father really 
throttle Chhabi to death... The soies of his feet tingled and burnt, 
his stomach, his chest pounded. Esssh, what a terrible thing to 
have happened, what if Chhabi actually died ? The bicycle 
tottered dangerously as it bounced against ridges on either side 
— but Somnath was a very experienced rider, he moved on 
without pause. The sky was clotted with the impenetrable 
darkness of all his misfortunes. 


The nearly vertical! slope he was ascending levelled off 
and became much easier, after the junction where the 
Ghatamangala temple was located. From there he would turn 
left, descending down the highway for about five miles, the rest 
of the road was gasy, too. Someone was saying Bhauja*had 
gone off to her father’s house after her iliness, that Bhaina had 
not been seen for three months. People said he’ d gone away on 
a pilgrimage, become a sannyas;*. He remembered the time 
they had stripped and beaten up a ‘Baba*’ at the medical college. 
His cheeks stretched in a grin... Someone else was saying he 
had gone mad, had been seen wandering, bearded and filthy, in 
a cremation ground. 


Hey — Bhaina* wasn’t in the town, of course — where’II I 
search for him in this storm ? 1 might enquire at his house — but 
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that was 2 government quarters ! supposing it had been allotted 
to someone else ? Where will 1 stay ? I might have done 
something if | had been sure of the house — but now, either way, 
everything is uncertain. 

The clouds and darkness formed an almost physical veil 
of darkness through which he could see nothing. A huge bolt of 
lightning struck the mountain, with a deafening clap of thunder 

a gust of wind blew him across, hit him like a blow and he 
staggered. He made his way with great difficulty across about a 
hundred yards of ground to the square little temple of brick 
where he had led twenty students in an agitation to stop the 
sacrificial slaughter of goats, He ate mutton, now that he was a 
medical student, and even advocated the slaughter of goats 
because mutton was rich in protein, and nutrition, but the 
slaughter should not be carried on meaninglessly in the name 
of religion. 

Leaning the bicycle against a wall, he climbed upward. A 
feeble lamp might have been burning inside the sanctum — 
Ghatamangala’s silver eyes shone even through the darkness, 
like a cat’s. Somnath smiled to himself. Ghatamangala was 
looking at him ! Countless superstitions had solidified into the 
rock of that chamber. The blood of countless goats, sheep, 
pigeons and chickens soaked the block of stone — brought it 
almost into life, it would be soft, sticky and yielding if you 
touched it. 


Inside closed doors, someone painted its face in terrifying 
colours, with glaring eyes. He fitted it with four hands, holding 
swords and skulls. And devotees thronged around it, lying 
prostrate, in prayer. Anointing the goddess with holy water, they 
went off to get drunk, the priest held up the goat’s head by its 
ears, along with flowers, vermilion, bel* leaves and grains of 
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rice. The pair of fixed, yellow eyes on the tray and the fixed 
silver eyes of the goddess started at each other. Both were blind. 
They were encircled by indifferent walls of brick; outside lay 
lumps of stone, and the interminable forest. 


Somnath started again, remembering what he had set out 
from home for. The storm raged outside. He thought longingly 
of the slim fair girl at college. He felt bad if he didn’t see her for 
a single day. What to do, how could he help it ? Storms and 
winds heeded no one, were in nobody’s control. 


Suddenly he felt as if someone else, too, was inside. He 
looked around sharply — the lightning flashed — but there was 
no one visible. He went and leaned gently against a pillar, his 
hands in his pockets, eyes half-closed, his mind, a treasure-ship 
laden with memories, slipping from bank to bank. Then it was 
true, what they had heard about Chem:i, Jayant Parida, then, 
was our own brother, how about calling him Mangaraj instead 
of Parida ? Our sister-in-law wasn’t a very nice person, probably, 
she was in love with Jayant before her marriage and was carrying 
on with him even now, so they said... Hell ! Was that a thing to 
be so excited about ? Look at all that went on in the medical 
college. Even then, it didn’t mean that bastard Parida should 
trifle so openly with our honour. Our Bhaina was really an 
effeminate — smouldering inside, but without the courage to 
come out into the open. 1°11 tell him so if I meet him. The two of 
us together should teach that bastard a lesson. 


Just then, the headlights showed of a car that groaned up 
the mountainside and stopped in the shelter of an enormous 
boulder that stood by the bend of the road. Wouldn’t it go back. 
with him to the town on request, on the information that a doctor 
was needed for two such serious cases ? Rubbish ! Now-a-days 
everyone is interested only in himself, who the hell cares for 
other people ? Would he ever have set out for the town in such 
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a stormy night as this, if he didn’t have urgent personal work ? 
Even if it did take him back which doctor would ever venture 
out in such weather just for the fees he would get for treating a 
casc in somc village ? And how will I ever get him to the village 
? It docsn’t scem possible -- still, therc’s no harm in asking. The 
wind roarcd and sighed, whipping up clouds of dust. The 
mountain pcak would probably tumble down, Ghatamangala, 
tcmplc and all — Nothing can be done until the storm subsides, 
but, on the contrary, it seems to be rising, every minute ! Somnath 
shut his eyes and sat down. What could man do, what control 
did he have over anything in such times as this ! He was as 
hclpless as a fly : like a fly, he could only wait. 


With a great cracking screech and swoosh, yet another 
trcc fell to the ground. Let us see which of them fall, which of 
them remain standing after the tempest has passed. Why doesn’t 
cven a drop of rain fall, after all this thunder and lightning ? 


Somnath was a little shaken, by the fury of the storm. 
Suddcnly he felt he was alone, no other human near him. Cold 
chills crept up his spine. He looked around with frightened eyes. 
The howling storm seemed to contain the echo of many other 
voices, — as if of blood-thirsty deities, as full of hunger as 
Ghatamangala. They had to be fed and sated with the blood of 
slaughtercd goats, sheep, pigeons and chickens. Somnath 
shivered, the soles of his feet tingled : again and again he tumed 
to look behind him, the sound of stealthy footsteps seeming to 
pass with sinister, menacing whispers through the greater noise 
of the storm. It seemed as if some bestial, hairy, massive creature 
might leap out any moment with a snarl from out of that 
darkness. 


“Heh heh ! A superstitious idiot, are you ? How can you 
study i in the Medical College if you’re so afraid ? This year 
you'll have to begin cutting up corpses. Fear makes you an 
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antiquated, superstitious idiot. If you wish to be modern you 
must charge on, stamping everyone underfoot who wishcs to 
oppose you. That's how Jayant Parida has becn ablc to become 
such a big man today. He can do whatever he likes. But he has 
to be dealt with soon, dragged down by the hair and finished off 
— It’s only because of him that our family is shattcred today... 
No one can deal with him except me. Who can stand before me 
when I flex my biceps ? Let this trouble be scttled, and 1°11 sec 
— The bastard, putting on a show of strength ! Just because you 
were able to frighten Bhaina, doesn’t mean that you can scare 
everyone... The medical students will come in a mob... fiftcen 
handpicked guys will be enough. We heckled down a D.1.G.* 
the other day — what can this bastard do ? My brother may have 
failed — but I won’t. Whatever happens, he’s my own brother.” 


The same whispering footsteps sounded an off bcat, 
discordant noise in the terrible threnody of the storm. 


“Somnath Mangaraj is a great guy... he’ll be sports 
champion this year. Whatever you may say, Saroj, you can’t 
hide the fact that you love him. Somnath is a zamindar’s son 
does he care for a job ? He’ll have a clinic worth a lakh of 
rupees, buy up all the buildings you see before this very hospital. 
He’ll go abroad, for research, buy a foreign car - he’ll be the 
most famous doctor in the world.” Eeessh — countlcss dreams 
soared aloft on the wings of the tempest. 


“And Jayant Parida ! The bastard ! What is he ? Therc’!! 
be no trace of him then. Let’s see. I shall have to return now. It 
won’t be possible to find a doctor. No one will ever consent to 
come, so late in the night. Let me go back, it was very foolish of 
me to have come. Chhabi is in a very bad condition....” Cold 
chills shot through him once more. Panic seized him. The 
darkness echoed the footsteps of the headless hairy bodies of 
countless innocent creatures. 
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One of them screamed suddenly out of the darkness : 
Somnath Mangaraj screamed in horror. Limbs thrashed about 
in the darkness in a blind welter of blood, a five-clawed hand 
pawed about on the bloody stone for the head hacked off in 
sacrifice ! 

Frenzied words, slurred by froth, hissed like slithering 
serpents from out of the rocky niche into the thick darkness— 
“Pye got you, now ! You were playing with me; weren’t you ? 
Bastard, you’ve come without your car for once ! So much for 
your masculinity, so much for your officership ! Hee hee hee... 
Jayant Parida — Take that, you son of a bitch, and that !” 


Biswambar Mangaraj staggered gasping in the 
darkness, grasping a severed human head by the hair in his 
trembling fist, hitting against the walls. He could not find 
the way out of Ghatamangala’s sanctum — his legs were like 
blocks of ice. He sat down with a thump, the head thudded 
to the floor beside him. 

The sound of the storm seemed to have taken on a different 
note. It might be raining — peering through the mist that clouded 
his vision, Biswambar saw the road bathed in light; two cars 
whizzed to a stop, their headlights blazing. 

A bulky man got out, and stood facing towards 
Ghatamangala, his legs spread apart. Biswambar’s heart seemed 
to stop beating in his heaving chest— This was Jayant, Jayant 
Parida himself, facing him and urinating ! Inside the car sat 
Moolchand Sondhi, smoking a cigarette. 

Biswambar choked. A terrible scream rose within him but 
died into silence, finding no expression. Biswambar dragged 
some object into the blurred light from the car. It was like looking 
into the mirror — but still he could not recognize himself — 
Somnath looked exactly like himself — his tongue was 
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protruding. His eyes were stiff, blank, like those of a slaughtered 
goat. Its severed head was too heavy to lift. 

Two lithe, powerful cars roared down the slope, leaving 
the tempest far behind them. The light vanished from 
Biswambar”’s staring eyes. 

The dust-storm may have screamed the very same refrain 
far into the night, as a smooth black serpent of human blood 
slowly made its way into Ghatamangala’s chamber. 

of of <# af 

Despite such a terrible storm, such terrible wind and 
lightning, not a drop of water descended on the inflamed 
mountain. Sap drips silently from the entire forest on to the dry, 
parched crumpled leaves and branches. The straightness and 
majesty has gone from the trees, their proud branches now 
sagging under the devastating charge of the storm, like the blind 
fury of a stampeding herd of mastodons. 

Everywhere, there is only dust, and the helpless lament 
of the tender forest. 

The sky is overcast with lumpy, rainless clouds. The 
convulsions of the storm have given way to the deathlike stillness 
of a terrible fever. From behind the tawny, tangled, streaming 
locks of clouds, there peeps a thin, weak moon, which has to 
fulfil its prescribed round through the stifling copper-coloured 
smoke rising from the steel town. 

Jairam was full of thirst. The niche in the rock had 
provided him shelter in its underbelly but was now hot and 
dry. The long, winding that road looked like a protruding 
tongue of those thirsty hills, the whole mass of rock, seemed 
to pant silently in the heat. The pale fitful moonlight created 
an illusion of dawn. 
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‘There was no urgency, no hurry, no purpose in Jairam’s 
steps. it wouid make little difference whether he climbed up, or 
climvea down. This littie man could be older than the pyramids, 
who overtakes countless centuries in each stride, outstripping 
countless mounds of strange skeletons, countless crusades, 
Jihads and holy wars. 

A forest road ! Full of tigers and serpents, and all manner 
of beasts.... 

So what ? Where on earth would you not find those 
beasts ? Just because Jairam walked erect on two legs, wasn’t 
he a beast ? 

Maybe one of them was hungry, waiting for his chance to 
pounce. 

Heh heh ! What was so new about that ? Beasts, by 
definition, had such a nature. You have to pounce, to satisfy 
your hunger and thirst : it was only natural : it would be unnatural 
only to stifle that impulse. 


It would crunch up and devour everything — except may 
be the saffron headband -but apart from that, it would surely 
devour everything. 


There was no doubt about it, of course. Jairam’s teeth 
weren’t as strong, nor his nails as sharp. It would devour a great 
many rabbits and deer, who also picked and cropped on grass 
and grew and reproduced - so that it may eat them. It hungers. 
It opens its terrible mouth and roars. It is the duty of these rabbits 
and deer to be its food, so that it may grow stronger and even 
more terrible. Its enormous tongue would be coated with the 
horror of blood and guts, its eyes blazing with fire, its muscles 
of stone filled with enormous strength. Inside its cave of rock it 
was the ruler, the god, of the animals. 
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Heh heh ! of course when the all-powerful w2s hungry 
he would devour whatever he liked — who was Jairam to object 
? This was the fundamental law of life. He, the All Powerful, 
was the most benevolent of all, just because he was the most 
powerful ! It may rain on the way. Massive clouds patrolled 
the sky. 


Huh ! As if the clouds had any rain in them — their bellies 
were only full of dry, arid dust. Rain clouds, apparently, came 
very low to the ground. It lowers enly at its own convenience, 
its own sweet will. They have nothing to be disturbed about if 
hundreds of thousands of creatures die down here of the heat. 
But when they do arrive, they have no other option — a force 
much stronger than itself, probably, drives and smashes them 
against the mountains, crushing and squeezing their very fibres. 


Before the strong, the powerful, surrender is the only 
possible course of action. To struggle against it is more or less 
a matter of choice. Forgiveness, mercy, generosity — these are 
only the momentary whims of the powerful. Respect, humility, 
justice are the consolation of the defeated and the weak. From 
the insect to the rhinoceros, self-interest is the only truth. 
Ultimate truth is only a thing of man’s imagination. Man derives 
a sort of pleasure in destroying himself; in deluding himself by 
sinking in the quicksand of such concepts as heaven and God. 
The defeated find pleasure in killing themselves in an inverted 
victory; bite through their own tongues and suck the raw blood 
: but the victorious derive pleasure in forcing others into the 
same state. Throwing infants into the river and watching their 
desperate struggles provides them with entertainment, 
relaxation~- they fiddle while Rome burns ! God is only the 
captain of the victorious. 


It is dangerous to defy God! 
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How could it be otherwise ? Even the Marwari boss will 
not spare vou if you speak a few home truths about him — and 
this was Kalasarpa* itself, whom the wise, out of sheer terror, 
spoke of as benign. The thing you called God simply did not 
exist because the absurd tunnel that was life was was open at 
both ends, and there was only space at either end, and its interior 
only a relentless struggle. The only responsibility is the task of 
struggling, fiercely struggling, every moment, keeping oneself 
alive as long as possible. Sometimes it seems to be your right — 
as long as your claws are strong and sharp. It is a terrible 
responsibility to wrest your sustenance from this jealous and 
vicious world. And religion, Society, caste and culture and a 
thousand other similar concepts are only so many false pleas 
which serve to disguise it. An animal manages to live, somehow-— 
but man finds it very difficult. 


- But there is someone above us, after all, to watch over 
our actions. Heh heh... For how long can this absurd geometry 
of ‘up’ and ‘down’ go on ? There’s no one there, either above or 
below us, to watch over such things. And the past and the future 
are, similarly, only imaginary concepts. Only this present is real 
— everything else is only a meaningless, mechanical series of 
actions. These stars are only lumps of blazing fire — burning, 
spinning, dissolving into heaps of ashes. Even these are the prey 
of some devouring force, far more powerful than themselves. 


The eternal lifeblood of the cosmos pours unceasingly 
onto a lolling tongue, black and forever thirsty. No one has the 
courage to call it malignant : on the contrary, awed by its 
immense magnitude, they praise it as being benign. It has no 
light of its own. It’s only a primordial black spot. This God may 
be defined as a vast white circle with an intensely dark black 
hole as its centre. 
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Forgive them, Father forgive these ingratcs called men 
they know not what they do ! Forgive these wicked men ! Forgive 
these atheists, these quarrelsome animals — forgive them ! 


Hee hee, heh heh heh ! 


A brisk man, climbing the mountains, laughed. Jairam 
laughed. And it seemed to him as if someone clse, too, was 
laughing — from out of the rock, the dark forest, perhaps, the 
serpentine path or the coppcrish clouds. The rustling echo of 
the laughter stealthily accompanied him, treading with silent 
cautious paws on the dry leaves. 

This night has no morning, just as these clouds have no 
rain to offer. The sun has long since died. Is this, then, thc end ? 
Is this the truth ? This silence, this grave, this darkness ? 


Truth, bah, that littlc puppy would never leave your side, 
if you only gave it a little dirty tea to lick up it will never leave 
your side. Take up a brush and paint it in whatever colours you 
like... it'll only whine a little, but never attempt to resist. But 
it’s difficult to travel anywherc with it in your arms. You have 
to leave it behind at the village when you set out on a long 
Journey — and it, too, hesitates to accompany you. And on the 
desolate road there is nothing else to accompany the traveler 
but only this silence, only this darkness. The soul is a still, dead 
sea, which no bird can cross. 

The deep forest breathes silently. It lives silently. Here, 
existence does not imply noise. 

But the forest roars, too, terribly. Volcanoes spout forth 
fire and smoke. The entire forest reverberates with the noise. 
Here, death is even easicr, even more natural than life. 

Jairam moved on. Despitc everything, a little invincible 
man moved on. With the rabbits and deer, he, too, would exist 
as prey, as food, until the end of creation. ” 
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‘The stars looked on, innumerable white centres looking 
unwinkingly out of their black circles — wild cats of primal 
hunger. 

The cloud-covered sky was a still, silent hunting ground— 

‘The entire forest a hairy, motionless helplessness. 


After the next two turnings was Ghatamangala. But in 
the midst of all this hunger, this bestiality, was there time, could 
he pass even one of them ? 


Jairam’s thirst would never be quenched, nor will that 
amazing smile of his ever be effaced. 


O Father ! Do not forgive these ravenous beasts. They 
know fully well what they’re doing ! 


We He ¢ We 


The public had collected once more around the banian 
tree near the court house. The peanut seller cautiously patrolled 
the place, plying his trade, shouting from time to time, at 
opportune moments, in advertisement. 


“What happened ?” “Where ?” “Who ?” “Who’s Jairam 
?” “Is he a local man ?” The eager public repeated their favourite 
questions. 


Someone stood up and proclaimed in notification— 
“Brothers, I shall now request the supremely enlightened 
Brahmachari* Srijukta Jayant Sundar Parida to enlighten us with 
his wisdom.” 


After some applause — “Gentlemen, I have come here not 
to offer wisdom or advice, but to receive it. Would you or would 
you not like to keep alive the memory of the great man you 
knew and loved ? Jairam’s efforts were for your betterment, for 
the betterment of the entire human race. The new path he has 
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shown was unknown to humanity. “Suffer silently.” “Do not be 
disturbed by hunger or thirst.” “Poverty is the stepping stone to 
spiritual attainment, accept it.” These are his great messages. 
You cannot believe your eyes when you see what I have to 
show you.” 


He removed the cloth from a tray and held it aloft. It 
seemed suddenly as if it was a severed head that lay there : but 
a closer look revealed that it was only a saffron headband. 


“You may not be able to believe that this headband is the 
one the great soul was wearing when he attained enlightenment. 
He left it behind as a favour to his devotees. Now all of you 


୨” ୨% 


may contribute what you like for the ‘Jairam Smruti Mandir’. 


The unfastened turban lay supplicant, facing upward, 
begging alms of the sky. Those members of the public who never 
fail to fling twenty five paise coins into the wayside conjuror’s 
basket, now conscientiously threw small sums of money onto 
the turban. Jayant Parida drew away the headband and screamed 
— “This will now be auctioned. Who shall be so fortunate as to 
install it in his house and worship it ? Let the bidding bcgin - 
two hundred — only two hundred — four hundred —- speak up, 
speak up,-— only four hundred — a thousand - shabash* ! We 
know, devotees will never relinquish a holy relic — one thousand, 
one thousand and two — why this reluctance ? This investment 
will yield a veritable trce of money, you will benefit from this 
object of divine grace, find new energy, glow with a halo, speak 
up, one thousand and one, one thousand and two, fifteen 
hundred....” 


At the back of the crowd people drew close to each other 
and whispered~- “Let's go ~ this is just another fraud... The 
pumpkin carts have arrived at Talabazar.” 
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One by one, following each other’s example, men slipped 
furtively from their places. The crowd thinned, tailing off into 
the throng surrounding the pumpkin at Talabazar. 

“Fifty paise a kilo... only fifty paise... Rani pumpkins... 
sweet pumpkins... They were never so cheap as now....” 

Dama Sahu, the paper-bag seller, dusted off his gamuccha* 
and rose. Before him, Motia and Bobi walked on with their load. 

“Achha, Kalu, you sweep up the house and lock the door 
when you’re finished. I’m going to summon the owner — we’ll 
hand it over to him.” Bidyadhar Ray was trying to say something, 
half choked with tears. ଓ 

There was no vest under his ragged, buttonless shirt. His 
face was covered with white stubblc. The lenses of his glasses 
were thick, bulbous. He turned and left the place. 

Kalu wondered why the old man of the processions never 
carried his sling bag around, any longer. He gleaned,pondered 
over the tender memories of ten years. He felt bruised, hurt by 
innumerable injuries. He seemed to hear his master asking — 
“Hey, what day of the week do you have rice ?” 

Flinging the broom aside, he snatched up the blackened 
aluminium vessel and peered inside, as if he saw something in 
its depths. 

Eeessh, why does he cry like this, hiding his face ? 

The house is filled with dust and silence and darkness. 

Outside there reigned the same primal truth, primaeval 
hunger -- none can afford eithcr to live or to die. Eessh ! 


o9U0u 
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GLOSSARY 


A 
Abe — A familiar or contemptuous term of address 
Achha !-— An exclamation expressing surprise; All right; well 


Adivasi— The tribals 


Alekha Upasaka — A religious sect. They believe that God is 
formless 


Anandamargi — A sect of Hindu fanatics, politically motivated 

Anukulchandra — Founder of a religious group; founder of the 
‘Satsanga group’ 

A pair of bullocks — Symbol of the Congress Party then 

Are — An exclamation; a form of address 

Ashadha — The first month of rain 

Ashram — Hermitage 

Assam — A north eastern state of India 

Aswina— The first month of autumn 

Atmapurusha — Soul 


Aurovindo — A freedom fighter born in the later part of the 
nineteenth century. A philosopher, poet and apiritual 
leader. He had established an Ashram in 
Pondicherry. He is known for his work ‘Savitri’. 


B 
Baba — A mendicant 
Babu- A gentleman/an honorific 
Bada Babu — Head Cerk 
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Badshah — 


Bairagi — 
Bapa — 
B.D.O. — 


A- Muslim nobleman. The Badshahs were known 
for their luxury and fine taste. 


A person who has renounced the world 
Father 
Block Development Officer 


Bagala Mantra — An incantation of mantras by which one 


subdues another. This is a tantric process. 


Basishta — Name of a sage. He was the family priest of Lord 


Bati — 
Baula — 
Baur — 
Bel — 


Bena — 


Bhaina — 


Rama. 

A unit of twenty acres of land 

A sweet-smelling flower; Mimusops Elengi 

An untouchable; a person of a very low caste 
Wood apple; merelos. Its leaves are offered to Lord 
Siva. 

According to Hindu mythology, King Bena was a 
tyrant. The Brahmins destroyed Bena with a curse. 
His death was followed by anarchy. The Brahmins 
churned Bena’s thighs and a horrible male child was 
born; his offspring became the hunters. Again, his 
arms were churned; a man and a woman were bom. 
The man was Pruthu and the woman was Archi. 
Pruthu was the fifth king of the Surya dynasty. 
Elder brother 


Bhartruhari — Name of a king and a poet who renounced the 


Bhauja — 


world. He is the writer of Bhaktikabya. He had 
composed one hundred slokas (verses) in the spirit 
of renunciation. In addition to these, he had 
composed “‘Sringara Sataka” and “Niti Sataka.” 


Wife of the elder brother 
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Bhima-—- In ‘Mahabharat’, one of the Pandava brothers, 
known for his physical strength. 


Bhuyan Adivasis — A tribal people in Orissa 

Bidi — Indian cigar 

Bisia Bou — Mother of Bisia (Biswambar’s mother) 
Bou — Mother 


Bouma— The lady of the house; the daughter-in-law of a 
house is addressed as Bouma. 


Bramhachari — A celibate 
Brahman — The Supreme Being; the Ultimate Being 


Brahman, Bramhin — Indian of the highest caste, the custodians 
of religion and scriptures. 


Buksheesh — Tips/euphemism for bribes. 
C 


C.C.R.- Confidential Character Roll,or official appraisal of 
merit and integrity of a government officer 


Chaitanya — A religious preacher of Bhakti Movement during 
the 15th century. 


Chandan — Sandalwood. Here, paste obtained by grinding a 
piece of sandalwood on a stone. 


Chanakya — The name of a minister of King Chandragupta, 
noted for his political acumen. 


Chandipur — A place in Orissa known for the T.B. Sanatorium. 
Chilum — A kind of pipe used for smoking ‘ganja’ 

Chhak - Crossroads 

Chhee- An expression of disapproval 


Chutney — A kind of rough paste prepared by grinding edible 
substances to give a sweet-sour taste. 


Congress — The ruling party in India then 
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D 
D.1.G- Deputy Inspector General of Police. 
Dhoti- A long white cloth worn by men in India 
Dharmaguru — A religious/spiritual teacher 


Draupadi — In ‘Mahabharat,’ the wife of the five Pandava 
Brothers. The Kaurava king Duryodhan attempted 
to strip her in the court. But Lord Krishna came to 
her rescue. 


Dwapara — The third Puranic Age or aeon of the world according 


to the Hindus. 
E 
Eessh!~ An exclamation implying horror, disapproval, 
astonishment 
F 
Father-in-law’s — Prison (humorously called so) 
G 


Gamuchha —A thin, coarse towel 
Gandhi - Mahatma Gandhi, who brought freedom to India 
Ghat — Mountain road 
Ghee — Clarified butter 
Godrej— A firm manufacturing steel furniture 
Gomasta — A manager 
Gora Kabar - A cemetery for the whites (Britishers) 
Guntha—- 1/25 of an acre 
Guru — A spiritual guide 
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HH 
Hakim- A boss; an officer 
Haldi- Turmeric 
Hanuman — The monkey god in Hindu mythology 
Hari — A Hindu god; Krishna 
Head Babu ~- Head Clerk 
Holi — A spring festival in India. People play with different 
colours on the occasion. 
Hulhula — A night bird 
Huzoor— Sir, a form of addressing the master. 


I 
LA.S.-— Indian Administrative Service 
LC.S. — Indian Civil Service 
Jadav—- The clan of the Jadavas. Here the reference is to 


Chandrasena, husband of Radha. Chandrasena was 
impotent. His wife Radha was the beloved of Lord 
Krishna. 

Jagannath — A Hindu God. Pilgrims from all over India come to 
visit his temple at Puri in Odisha. 

Jalasayi— Keeping the image of a deity immersed in water. 
The Hindus believe in appeasing Siva by performing 
Jalasayi. 

Jamu- A nut tree; Eugenia Jambolina 

Jataka- The title of the book of the Buddhists describing 
the 550 previous births of the Buddha 

Jay Ma Mangala — Glory unto thee Ma’ Mangala 

Jeje — Grandfather 

Jihad- A religious war cf Muslims against the enemies of 
their faith. 
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K 
Kalasarpa — A deadly snake, whose bite is fatal; An agent of 
destruction. 
Kaniara— A tree bearing yellow flowers; yellow oleander; 
Theritia Nerifolia 
Kanjivaram — A place in South India, famous for its silk sarees 
Kanyashram ~ A shelter for young women destitutes 
Kasta- A cheap, coarse sani 


Kaurava — In the Indian epic, ‘Mahabharat,’ the ruling family 
of the Kauravas who were engaged in warfare with 
their kin, the Pandavas. 


Kaupuni — A narrow strip of cloth worn around the loins , 
exposing practically the entire body 


Kendu leaves — The leaves of the Kendu trees are used to prepare 
| ‘bidi’, the Indian Cigar. The kendu forests are leased 
out by Government for which permits are required. 


Khasi- A castrated goat. Its meat is specially tender and 
tasty. 

Khajuri- Date palm; Phoenix Sylvestris 

Khechudi — A delicacy prepared with rice, ghee and sugar 

Khudi- Aunt’ 


Knot on the sacred thread of Mahapravu — All gods wear sacred 
threads having 4 knots. 


Koli -- Nut; Zizyphus Mumulaxianut 

Koraput — A district in west Odisha 

Krishna— A Hindu God 

Krishnachuda — The gold mohur tree bearing red and yellow 
flowers; Poinclianr Regia 
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Krishnadwaipayana — Sage Vyasa, son of sage Parasara, was 
born in Krishna Island. His complexion was dark. 
He composed the famous epic ‘Mahabharat’. The 
book ‘Asurya Upanibesa’ is dedicated to the 
Universal Poets. 


Kundalini — Man’s vital power lying dormant in the form of a 
coil in the spinal cord. This can be roused through 


yoga. 
L 

Lichu- _Lichee 

Light for the ancestors — On the occasion of Diwali, an autumn 


festival, the custom of lighting a torch calling forth 
the departed ancestral souls 


Lingaraj— Another name of Lord Siva 
Luchi- A delicacy prepared with white flour and ghee. 


M 

Ma — Madam 

Mahabharat — A great {ndian epic 

Mahalaxmi — Goddess Laxmi, the goddess of wealth, is 
worshipped in every Hindu household. 

Mahapravu — God 

Mahavishuva — The day when the sun enters into the sign of 
Aries; the vernal erquinox. This is the first day of 
Baisakh, the first month of the year, according to 
the ancient Odia calendar. 

Mangala — A Hindu goddess 

Manu- Sons of Brahma - Manu is the progenitor of 
mankind. One of them had written Hindu religious 
code,the ‘Manusmruti.’ 
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K 
Kalasarpa — A deadly snake, whose bite is fatal; An agent of 
destruction. 
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their kin, the Pandavas. 
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‘bidi’, the Indian Cigar. The kendu forests are leased 
out by Government for which permits are required. 
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Krishnadwaipayana — Sage Vyasa, son of sage Parasara, was 
born in Krishna Island. His complexion was dark. 
He composed the famous epic ‘Mahabharat’. Thc 
book ‘Asurya Upanibesa’ is dedicated to the 
Universat Poets. 


Kundalini — Man’s vital power lying dormant in the form of a 
coil in the spinal cord. This can be roused through 


yoga. 
L 
Lichu- _Lichee 
Light for the ancestors — On the occasion of Diwali, an autumn 


festival, the custom of lighting a torch calling forth 
the departed ancestral souls 


Lingara}— Another name of Lord Siva 
Luchi- A delicacy prepared with white flour and ghee. 


M 

Ma — Madam 

Mahabharat — A great Indian epic 

Mahalaxmi — Goddess Laxmi, the goddess of wcalth, is 
worshipped in every Hindu household. 

Mahapravu ~— God 

Mahavishuva — The day when the sun enters into the sign of 
Aries; the vernal erquinox. This is the first day of 
Baisakh, the first month of the year, according to 
the ancient Odia calendar. 

Mangala — A Hindu goddess 

Manu- Sons of Brahma - Manu is the progenitor of 
mankind. One of them hag written Hindu religious 
code,the ‘Manusmruti. ® 
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Manusmruti — Sec Manu 
Matha- Monastery 
Mausa- Uncie 


Maya — Illusion. According to the Hindus, the world we see 
is an illusion created by God 
Mrutapanchaka Dana - The five gifts to the Brahmin who 
performs the death rites. 
N 
Naan- A special kind of bread prepared by the Punjabis in 
North India 


Namaskar/Namaste- The Hindu term of greeting 
Nana- Father 


Neem - The Margosa; its bark and leaves have a bitter taste; 
Azadiracha Indica 
OO 
O.A.S.- Orissa Administrative Service 


Ordeal by fire — Sita, the wife of Ramachandra had to endure a 
trial by fire to prove her chastity. This took place 
after she was rescued from Lanka in which she 
stayed as a captive of Ravan. 


P 
P.A. — Personal Assistant 
Paan — A chewing substance prepared with betel leaf, areca 
nut, lime,sweeteners and spices,also with tobacco. 
Paisa - A coin of the smallest denomination then 


Pallav- End of a sari 


Panchatantra ~ Title of a Sanskrit book in moral teaching written 
by Vishnu Sharma. This has been translated into 
many different languages. 
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Panchayat ~ A political institution of local self-government?! 
which functions in rural India; here,a village under 


a panchayat. 
Pausa- The first month of winter 
Pidia — Oil cake 
Piusa- Uncle 


Pondicherry — A place in South India where Aurovindo 
established his Ashram. 


Pruthu- See ‘Bena’ 
Pucca, Puccka — Perfect 
Punjabi— A loose upper garment 


Pumnakumbha — A pitcher filled to the brim with water into which 
a few mango twigs are inserted. A green cocoanut 
is placed above the twigs. This is prepared on 
auspicious occasions. The Hindus believe that this 
brings good luck. 

Purnayoga — Complete Yoga 

Purusha — The male 


RR 

Ramachandra — Son of Dasaratha, King of Ayodhya in Treta 
Era. 

Ramarajya — Rama was very kind to his subjects. Gandhi 
believed that Independence would bring another 
Ramarajya — an era of peace,prosperity and 
happiness. 

Ramayana — The great Indian epic written by sage Balmiki and 
based on the life of Ramachandra. 

Roti, Ruti — Indian bread,prepared from wheat dough and toasted 
lightly 
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Rushyasrunga — A sage who brought rain by his austerities. The 
three queens of Dasharatha were all barren. It was 
through the blessings of sage Rushyasrunga that they 
conceived and gave birth to sons. 


S 


Saanta— A zamindar; a feudat lord; master 
Shabash —- A Hindi word meaning approval, good ! 


Sadhu- A holy man; a mendicant 

Saheb, Sahib — An European; boss 

Sahi ~- A locality in a village or a town 
Saibaba— A holy man of India 

Sala — Wife’s brother, used as an abusive term 


Salagram — A piece of black stone worshipped by the Hindus 

Samanta — Zamindar 

Samudi ~ The father-in-law of one’s son or daughter, nephew 
or niece 

Sanyasi~ A mendicant; a person who has renounced the world 

Sardarji— A Sikh 

Sati — A chaste woman 

Sauda Ramakrishna — A freedom fighter and a spiritualist 


Savitrr- A mythological character who saved the life of her 
husband by her love. Her dead husband Satyaban 
came back to life again. 


Saya — Petticoat 
Seth —- A rich businessman 
Shabash — Very good 


Shankaracharya — Born in the 8th century A.D. — He launched a 
crusade against Buddhism. He was a religious 
prophet and propagator of Hindusim. 
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Shikari-— Hunter 
Sita — Wife of Ramachandra 


Siva — God of The Hindu trinity of Brahma, Vishnu and 
Shiva,respectively,the Creator, Preserver and 
Destroyer 


Siva Linga — Siva is represented by a phallus carved out of 
stone 


Smruti Mandir — Memorial 

S.P. — Superintendent of Police 
Srimandir — Jagannath Temple at Puri 
Sundargarh — A district in west Odisha 


Sunya Purusha — Devotees of the Alekh sect believe that God 
has no form 


Suvarnameru — Another name of Lord Siva 


T 
Telenga—- The people of Andhra State 


Tilak painted Brahmins — The Brahmins paint their faces with 
mystic symbols. The paint they use for this purpose 
is called ‘Tilak’. 

Timurlane — A Tartar conqueror who invaded India during the 
fourteenth century. 

Tulasi- Basil,a plant considered holy by the Hindus; 
Ocimum Sanctum 

Twenty-two steps — The Jagannath temple in Puri has twenty- 
two steps. These are the twenty-two steps to 
salvation. 


Twinkle — A synthetic material which twinkles. 
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Vv 
Vedas- The Hindu Scriptures 
Vedangas —- Six parts of the Vedas 


Vihars- Buddhist monasteries 
Y 
Yaar — Urdu word for ‘friend’ F 
Yoga- System of physical exercise and breathing control; 


Hindu system of meditation and self-control 
intended to produce mystical experience and union 
of the individual soul with the universal spirit. 


Yogananda - An internationally famous yogi of the twentieth 
century widely known for his book ‘The 
Autobiography of a Yogi.’ 


Z 


Zoroaster — The traditional founder of the ancient Persian 
religion, circa 600 B.C. 
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and variety po life and experience uri his profound learning in literature 

In general and Indian philosophy in particular is reflected in the twelve 
titles of his essays, among them This Dear Earth and The Unheard 
Voice. A series of devotional addresses to Lord Jagannath constitute 
Ratha Saptaka, synthesizing scriptural wisdom with local lore and 
legend in a process of transcendence.His many short stories, collected 
in twelve titles and counting,are chiefly characterized by a subtle 
blending of life's complexity and treasures with visions of the mystic 
and the spiritual . These stories of rare insight into the material and 
metaphysical worlds include The Emperor and Others, Another Dawn, 
and The Dream Pedlar. His best-known novels are a trilogy: of the 
assertion of positive human and spiritual values in Yantrarudha (whose 
English translation, Astride the Wheel, won the Hutch Crossword Book 
Award in 2004) through a crisis of values in Asurya Upanibesa, 
culminating in a final achievement of transcendence in Nav Jataka. 
Among the many awards and honours he has won are the Prajatantra 
Vishuva Awards(1963,1967), Odisha Sahitya Akademi Awards(1980, 
1981), Sarala Award (1981), Sahitya Akademi Central Award(1997), 
D. Litt. by Lucknow University (2008), Sahitya Bharati Award(2011), 
and D.Litt. by Utkal University of Culture (2012). Shri Rath is also an 
oraccomplished artist and painter. Above all, he is a seeker of the ultimate 


h truth that underlies the transience of human existence. 


CtOr, Chandan Das teaches English at S.B. Women's College,Cuttack. 
HiSMSnglish translation of Fakir Mohan Senapati’s classic,Lachhama, 
weliS; iblished in 2013 and his autobiography, The Road Taken,in 2014. 
Hiss,istms, translations, short stories, articles of literary criticism and 
lettets nave appeared in leading national and international journals. 
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